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Introduction 


jan Hertfek 


josef Blaha has created a remarkable collection of sixteen essays, which 
dress the questions: “Where do we go? Who are we?” It is an invitation 
(rough Jewish history, poetry and philosophy provided by means of the 
purgative way (via purgativa) of the Kabbalah. The Hebrew word Bereshit 
bara Elohim, communicates to man that in the beginning God created 
leaven and earth, in order to make a home in man. Blaha knows that this 
(ivat act of God is accompanied by wisdom (the sephirah Chokhmah). If this 
wisdom existed in the beginning, why was this wisdom (sapientia) lost 

in the struggles of history? Why cannot we see it, not only in its shining 
lvightness, but in order to find this wisdom we often have to walk in the 
vain or in dryness, and moreover dazed in the mist of vanity, in dread and 
(ear, of pain and unbearable anxiety? Yes, this could be asked by the nation 
of Israel. Why, if this nation is elected, is His people at all times plagued by 
(he worst catastrophes and genocides? Did not this nation give the world, 
(vom its heart, outstanding philosophers (Saadya Gaon, Solomon ibn 
Gabirol, Maimonides, Nahmanides, etc.), and mystics (Abraham Abulafia, 
josef Gikatilla, Maharal, Recanatti, Isaac Luria) as well as poets? 


\laha’s essays are connected to his previous book, Lessons from the Kabbalah 
und Jewish History (Brno 2010, p. 291) and again they examine in depth the 
mysteries of the relationship between God and man, especially the question 
of the meaning of good and evil (sephirah Din) here on the face of the 

earth and they ask about the possibility of Redemption. Who is God? Can 
we be satisfied with the answers of the Greek philosophers (Demokritos, 
Aristotle, Plato or Plotinus)? Or should we rather ask the neoplatonic- 
orientated philosophers and theologians, such as Denys Aeropagita (ho 
pantén epekeina), or Nicolas of Cusa, (non-aliud, posse ipsum)? Or should we 
‘eek God by the negative way? What if God is both, ultimately remote as 
close to us, what if only the Kabbalah gives us the precious answer: God is 
in-finite (Ein Sof)? 


i( God is this In-finite, who both founds and unifies the higher worlds (the 
sephiroth) in order to pass His love through them, why did Heidegger follow 
God ina similar way to Ulysses who walked to the island Ithacus where he 
was born? Did not this famous philosopher kill the dwelling here (Dasein) 

in the way that he appropriated this island? What if this Being is infinitely 
far from us? What if we can never properly reach and grasp it? Or Levinas’s 
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view of the non-Other even if we sacrifice ourselves for him? What if, after 
the Holocaust, we can hear only the crying of His wisdom, or nothing at all? 
Nevertheless, it is vital to follow God and to fulfill His commandments, to 
study the Talmud properly, to penetrate the depths of philosophy and to try 
to purify oneself by means of the Kabbalah. 


If the reader wants to find answers to these questions, he may without 
hesitation open Blaha‘s interesting and at the same time intellectually 
notable book. 


Jan Hertifek, PhD 

Department of Philosophy and Natural Sciences 
Charles University 

Prague. 
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Foreword 


‘There is no doubt that medieval religious thought was influenced by the 
Platonic tradition. In one of Plato‘s most important works, he sees in the 
dwelling here on earth a certain form of expulsion from heaven, where 

the virtuous will return after completing their mission here on earth: “In 
the end they emerge from the body without wings, it is true, but having 
made a strong effect to achieve them;...those who have already begun 

their heavenward journey the law does not compel to go down into the 
darkness beneath the earth: they pass their time journeying together in the 
brightness of day, and together, when time comes, they receive their wings, 
because of their love.”! 


The soul according to Plato is coeternal with the body. Both of them exist 
eternally. Concerning the composition of the soul, it exists from kinds of 
Existence, Sameness and Difference. The mixture of them is divided in 

a sort of musical harmony. What is even more important, Plato speaks 
about the World-soul: 


“All this, then, was the plan of the god who is forever for the god who was 
sometimes to be. According to this plan he made it smooth and uniform, 
everywhere equidistant from its centre, a body whole and complete, with 
complete bodies for its parts. And in the centre he set a soul and caused it 
to extend throughout the whole and complete, with complete bodies for its 
parts. And in the centre he set a soul and caused it to extend throughout the 
whole and further wrapped its body round with soul on the outside; and 

so he established one world alone, round and revolving in a circle, solitary 
but able by reason of its excellence to bear itself company, needing no other 
acquaintance of friend but sufficient to itself. On all these accounts the 
world which he brought into being was a blessed god.”? 


Platonic and Neoplatonic thought was firmly rooted in Jewish philosophy. 
The poet and thinker Solomon ibn Gabirol’ in his most beautiful poem 
speaks about the world soul in more specifically theological terms: 


1 Plato, Phaedrus and The Seventh and Eighth Letters. Translated by Walter Hamilton. Harmondsworth, 
Middlesex 1973, p. 65. 

2 Plato’ s cosmology, The Timaeus of Plato with a running commentary by Francis MacDonald 
Cornford. London 1952: Routledge& Kegan Paul, p. 58. 

3 The dates of the birth and death of the famous Jewish poet and philosopher are disputed: “Jewish 
Neoplatonist Solomon ben Judah Ibn Gabirol (Shelomoh ben Yehudah Ibn Gabirol in Hebrew; Abu 
Ayuub Sulaiman ibn Yaha Ibn Jubayrol (or Jabirul) in Arabic; Avicebron / Avicembron / Avicenbrol 


v 


, | 
18 Reflections on Jewish Mysticism Reflections on Jewish Mysticism =| 19 


VIP NY NN MAP yo X27 1 ANN is never found here. Yes, there are similarities in the Jewish apocrypha, 
STOW? WWI ANN 1D, WAwWIA W|I NON ANN which were mostly written in Greek. 
You are living, but not from determined or known time. 
You live, but not with soul or breath, because You are Soul of the soul. Adam’s sin has enormous importance for both Christianity and Judaism. 


| will come to the kabbalistic interpretation later. 
Neoplatonism is inextricably intertwined with its Gnostic origins. Thus, as 


a somewhat misnamed name by some modern editors as On the Origin of the After the establishing of the Nag Hammadi library some aspects became 
World, states: “Seeing that everybody, gods of the world and mankind, says more clear: 
that nothing existed prior to chaos, I in distinction shall demonstrate that a ae 
they are all mistaken, because they are not acquainted with the origin of DW VOWANN NIP WIS NTA TTIW NN OWI DIN 
the chaos, nor with its root. Here is the demonstration. How well it suits all When Adam had lived a hundred and thirty years, he became the father 
men, on the subject of chaos, to say that it is a kind of darkness. But in fact of ason in his own likeness, after his image, and named him Seth. 
it comes from a shadow, which has been called by the name darkness. And Genesis 5:3 
the shadow comes from a product that has existed since the beginning. It 
is, moreover, clear that it (viz. the product) existed before the chaos came “Seth's status as bearer and transmitter (unlike Cain and Abel) of the 
into being, and that the latter is posterior to the first product. (97, 24-98,7; authentic image of Adam, the original recipient of the image of God, was 
translation Bethge et al. in NHLE)”$ of great significance to original composers and users of this literature, 
whether or not they called themselves Sethians or “the seed of Seth.” The 
The mysticism of Judaism especially and the ‘daughter religions,’ patristic opponents of these people gave them other designations, such as 
Christianity and Islam was influenced by Platonic thought. “Gnostics,” “Barbeloites,” “Sethians,” “Ophites,” “Archontics,” and others 


besides.”” 
This tradition was bound up with Gnosticism: “Gnosis is not to be 


understood as a phenomenon which is penetrating forwards, or as For religious people of all confessions, especially the monotheistic 

a powerful spiritual phenomenon, rather it is to be understood as a certain religions, the basic idea is the idea of the Holy. Rudolph Otto caused 
form of reaction of the antique syncretism against the upcoming universal a revolution in the idea of the Holy when he wrote: “We generally take 
religion [Christianity]”® ‘holy’ as meaning ‘completely good;’ it is the absolute moral attribute, 


denoting the consummation of moral goodness.”* 
In fact one of the main differences between Christianity and Judaism is the 


former's teaching about original sin. This sin is understood in the way that One of the best descriptions of early Gnosis is given by Hans Jonas: 
every man inherited the sin of Adam and Eve. Of course, this sin meant “We shall give here a synthesis of all these accounts, only occasionally 
the loss of paradise, the immediate contact with God and great suffering indicating the particular source.” 

for Adam, Eve and their offspring. But by and large in the entire Canonical ; 

Hebrew Scriptures there is rather a mention of the inclination of human “There is one Power, divided into upper and lower, begetting itself, ) 
beings to sin - ‘Original sin’ in the sense that Christianity interprets it, seeking itself, finding itself, being its own mother, its own father..., its 


own daughter, its own son..., One, root of the All.” This One, unfolded, “is 
he who stands, stood and shall stand: he stands above in the unbegotten 


in Latin) was born in Malaga Spain in 1021/2 (Guttmann offers 1026) and died, probably in Valencia, Power; he stood below in the stream of the waters lice. the world of 
most likely in 1057/8 (Guttmann offers 1050; Sirat offers 1054-8; Joseph ibn Zaddik offers 1070) .” 
Sarah Pessin, Solomon ibn Gabirol [Avicebron] http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/ibn-gabirol 20p, 


p.1. 7 John D. Turner, Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic Tradition. Les Presses de Hiatt hei Ny Laval ies 
* Solomon ibn Gabirol, 13'2%3 IND The Kingly Crown I, 4. Québec and Editions Peeters Louvain, Paris. Bibliothéque Copte de Nag Hammadi. Section Etudes, 
5 John D. Turner & Ruth Majercik, Gnosticism and Later Platonism. Atlanta 2000: Society of Biblical p. 59. x 
Literature, pp. 2-3. * Rudolph Otto, The Idea of the Holy. Translated by John W. Harvey. Oxford and New York 1926: 


° Wilhelm Bousset, Hauptprobleme der Gnosis. Géttingen 1907: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, p. 7. Oxford University Press, p. 5. 
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matter], begotten in the image; he shall stand above with the blessed 
infinite Power when his image shall be perfected” (Hippolytus. Refut. VI. 
17, 1-3). How does this self-division into upper and lower come about? In 
other words, how does the original Being cause for itself the necessity of 
its later self-restoration? It is characteristic of the following speculation 
that no original world of darkness or of matter is assumed to oppose the 
primal being, but the same dualism of existing reality is derived from an 
inner process within the one divinity itself. This is a distinctive feature of 
the Syrian or Alexandrian gnosis and its major difference from the Iranian 
type of Gnostic speculation, which starts from a dualism of pre-existent 
principles... The one root is unfathomable Silence, pre-existent limitless 
power, existing in singleness. It bestirs itself and assumes a determinate 
aspect by turning into Thinking (Nous, i.e., Mind), from which comes forth 
the Thought (Epinoia) conceived in the singleness. Mind and Thought are 
no longer one but two: in his Thought the First “appeared to himself from 
himself and thereby became a Second.” Thus through the act of reflection 
the indeterminate and only negative describable power of the Root turns 
into a positive principle committed to the object of its thinking, even 
though that object is itself. It is still One in that it contains the Thought in 
itself, yet already divided and no longer in its original integrity.”® 


Meanwhile, the idea of the Holy in the Kabbalah is different. The greatest 
Kabbalist of all times, Rabbi Isaac Luria, gives the following explanation, 
commenting on the verse 


APN TT DIN 
Iam the Lord your God. Exodus 20:1 


His disciple Rabbi Vital, who wrote down his teaching, explained the 
Lord's exaltedness using these words, “I will explain, what is the difference 
between the word 718 [which both in biblical Hebrew and in modern 
Hebrew means ‘human I’] and the word 218 [which in Biblical Hebrew is 
the “personal pronoun of the first person singular and means I,”!° whereas 
in modern Hebrew it also means “I” but can also have the meaning “selfish 
egoist.”!']. As is written in the book Zohar, in the fourth part, the word 
*21% means the sephirah of Kingdom. This is being mirrored by great light. 
And indeed, in this word is inserted the letter, which is called its soul. And 


2 


* Hans Jonas, The Gnostic Religion: The Message of the Alien God & the Beginnings of Christianity. Boston 
1963: Beacon Press, pp, 104-105, 

*° Benjamin Davidson, The Analytic Hebrew and Chaldee Lexicon. Michigan 1970: Zondervan, p. 36. 
“Edna Laden, LioraWeinbach, Hebrew-English Multi Dictionary. Tel Aviv 1998: “AD”, p. 32. 


Reflections on Jewish Mysticin 


this meaning of the word, as stated our Rabbis of blessed memory, is in 
the language of the secrets of the Torah an abbreviation. This abbreviation 
means, MIND Wd] NIX this means, “this has written with love my soul.” 
Consider, of what importance this is, and understand it. And that is why 
there is in the Decalogue the word °218 - “I”, because there was the living 
hand of the kingdom. But when one says the word, then there is not in the 


midst of the letter the insertion of the fount, which is the innermost part of 
it. 


‘The mystical explanation of the Divine name as expressed in Exodus 
20:21 is here presented in a very profound way indeed. Not some law or 
‘Testament, as expressed by Emmanuel Levinas, “it is better if the voice of 
Israel is not heard in the world at all, but under the name Old Testament. 
For us Jews, following a statement by Martin Buber, is the Bible neither 
‘Testament, nor old, which we would put before the New Testament.”!® 


As I noted above, both for the Kabbalah and for modern Jewish philosophy 
the basic principle is not some way of strict observance of religious 
precepts, but it is Divine love. Thus even the holiness in modern religious 
science, “is pre-eminently a living force in the Semitic religions, and of 
these again in none has it such vigor as in the Bible...this ‘holy’ represents 
the gradual shaping and filling in with ethical meaning, or what we shall 
call ‘schematization,’ of what was a unique original feeling-response, 
which can be in itself ethically neutral and claims consideration in its own 


right.”14 


The book “Reflections on Jewish Mysticism,” is a continuation of my research 
in the domain of Jewish mysticism. Whereas in the first book, The Torah, 
Kabbalah and Jewish Poetry" I focused mainly on the basic introduction to 
the world of the Kabbalah, I wanted to stress in this book the relationship 
between the Kabbalah and the basic pillars of Judaism, such as for example 
the thirteen principles of faith by Maimonides. At the time when I wrote 
this book my personal Hebrew library consisted only of secular books and 
of course, a lot of poetry. 


Hebrew poetry is my special love, in it I find the innermost feelings of my 
soul. 


” Hayim Vital, Sha“ar ha Pesu“kim. Jerusalem 1962, pp.146-147. 

18 Emmanuel Levinas, Difficile liberté. Paris 1998: Librairie generale frangaise, p. 27. 

14 Rudolph Otto, The Idea of the Holy, op. cit., p. 6. 

15 Josef Blaha, The Torah, Kabbalah and Jewish Poetry. A brief introduction to Jewish thought, Brno 
2009: Marek Koneény. 
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" Margo Paran, Cinema at the Square (Hebrew) Poems and paintings. Israel 2010: Gezuterah Books, 


pp, 29°31, 
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My room 


I saw the shadow of myself 
in motion 

Beneath my bed 

Because my bed is high 

It is an English piece 

An old one, 

Engraved from two heads 
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It is similar to crosses 

Which are curled at the edges 

Behind this great bed 

is bed is joined to the wall 

But only from the western side 

It is possible to dress oneself in hidden places. 
Iam searching my cloth 

In the collection of the wardrobe. 

One arrives for me from the cellar 

Of the villa in the street with the beautiful panorama. 
He arrives from Bulgaria 

He has written this on him 

On a note which is still attached 

Even after such a long-time. 

And the brown wardrobe 

Which I brought from Jerusalem 

From the shop which was next to the old hospital 
Its name is “Gates of Righteousness.” 

It is not far from the market 

That wardrobe is similar to a great horse which waits. 
Because this horse too is brown and high 

And has only one gate 

And in the supreme section 

Is a small show window 

With flashing glass, 

Which is a source of beauty. 


On plastic and grey wardrobes 

Written with black Indian ink. 

The philosophy of the books for knitting 
Of the sort ‘Kotes-Horgola’ 

Kotes ‘Horgola’” 

The books of this sort of knitting was that of my aunt Odil, 
They took her there 

In order to be a whore both here and there. 
And on my bed 

Is a pinafore made from black wool 

It is knitted and I wear it 

On dark winter nights, 

All this is happening next to 


” A Hungarian word meaning ‘crochet band’. 
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The new western window 

From this window there comes a golden light in the afternoon. 
We can see heaven 

Through this window 

Because I could not see more, 

Only the wall. 


And from the window that was already there, 
Is entering a soft northern light 

And I heard that this light 

Is good for the painters. 

Through this window 

I listen to the far northern places. 

Because it is 

From the North 

That we can listen. 


Itis interesting that the present Israeli poet Margo Paran finishes the poem 
with the words, “From the North we can listen.” 


Because the second of the nin2°77 Nwwy “Ten Utterances” which is known 
under the improper Decalogue says, 


25779 DAN OTN TD PATS 
You shall have no other gods before Me. Exodus 20:2 


What actually is idolatry? The best work in English about idolatry says, 
“the sin of idolatry is whoredom. Israel gives her favors to whoever pays 
the highest fee, but idolatry is worse than ordinary prostitution, because 
in this case the fee is always being paid with the husband’s money, as he is 
the sustainer of the world. The sin of idolatry as whoredom is made even 
worse by the great gap between the husband's love for his wife's faithless 
behavior. For the wife sexual relations are based on pay, and she believes 
that the lover pays more. In theological terms, the Israelites relate to God as 
a supplier of material goods, and when he seems to have disappointed them 
they turn to other gods.”!8 


‘The greatest act of this sort of infidelity - idolatry, was in the time of the 
major prophets, i.e. Hosea and Jeremiah. 


'® Moshe Halbertal and Avishai Margalit, Idolatry. Translated by Naomi Goldblum. Cambridge, Mass. 
and London 1992: Harvard University Press, pp. 13-14. 
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Israel had to go into exile in Babylon. This country was considered as 
North: 


Pw awed. Oy yan AND PDN YN AP WN 
And the Lord said to me: 

From the north shall disaster break loose 
Upon all inhabitants of the land! Jeremiah 1:14 


On the other hand, God*s mercy is much greater than Israel's infidelity, 
and the disaster which came from the north will turn into joyful return: 


AW PINAY PD PIN TM IND YNIWw Mawyy ATA 1D? TAT ON 
OD MAX-NS -NeaA 
In those days the house of Judah shall walk with the house of Israel, and 
they shall come together out of the land of the north to the land that 
I have given for an inheritance unto your fathers. Jeremiah 3:18 


In my second book in English, Lessons from Kabbalah and Jewish History,” 
I tried to show different influences which shaped the Kabbalah, such as 
for example the influence of Arabic philosophy.”° When we consider the 
prohibition of idolatry: 


1D-2Y DIN DTN 2 PNY 
You shall have no other gods before Me. Exodus 20:2 


We cannot think that the Kabbalah had sole monopoly on Jewish mysticism: 
“The book on Duties on the Heart was written to expound the principles of 
religious life. Despite its ascetic spirituality, calculated, one would imagine, 
to appeal only to a minority, it became widely popular with all types of 
readers. Fundamental subjects, such as the existence and unity of God are 
given the conventional Neoplatonic treatment. But on this groundwork, 
Bahya builds a system of complete and utter faith in God, which springs 
from Sufi traditions though it avoids the extremes of Sufism. All worldly 
desires are condemned; they are an admission of ‘secret polytheism, since 
they set up objects of intention and volition besides God.””! 


19 Josef Blaha, Lessons from the Kabbalah and Jewish History. Brno 2010: Marek Koneény. 

2© Thid., Averroes: pp.13, 64, 66. Avicenna: pp. 29, 31, 32, 65. 

2 RJ. Zwi Werblowsky, Jewish Mysticism, pp. 217-223. In: Harry N. Abrams (editor), The Jewish World. 
History and Culture of the Jewish People. New York 1979, pp. 220-221. 
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\lhere remains of course the question whether God created the world, 
which seems to be true from some texts from Maimonides, or if the world 
is being constantly emanated from the Godhead. Even Maimonides speaks 
ibout this option: “For the Universe exists in virtue of the existence of the 
Creator, and the latter continually endows it with permanence in virtue of 
(he thing that is spoken as overflow - as we shall make clear in one of the 
chapters of this Treatise.” 


\Jndoubtedly, Maimonides was influenced in this statement by Avicenna: 
“Avicenna still locates the ultimate, First Cause of the universe beyond the 
intelligences that move the celestial spheres. And the First Cause, through 
its eternal thought of itself, still eternally and continually emanates the 
lirst intelligence, which is the mover of the outermost sphere. Alfarabi 
had differentiated between two aspects in the thought of each incorporeal 
intelligence, and each intelligence, in his scheme, eternally emanates 

(he next intelligence in the series by virtue of one of two aspects, while 

by virtue of the other it emanates a celestial sphere. Avicenna brings to 
bear a proposition from his metaphysics to the effect that the incorporeal 
intelligences are possibly existent by reason of themselves, necessarily 
existent by reason of their cause.”* Another Jewish philosopher who 
embraced Neoplatonic philosophy was ibn Gabirol who writes: 


PTI VSD UWA WR 717 2D TA TN YE WR TRENT > 


Yours is the existence from the shadow of whose light every shadow we 
shall live.”4 


Here Gabirol makes a hint to the emanations. According to ibn Gabirol, 
“the knowledge of that, what is not directly certain, needs to be proven by 
a certain proof. The result of this employed examination will be the more 
sure, the more carefully are observed the rules of the logic of the procedure 
that leads to the proof and the art of dialectics. What are the things, for 
which we strive here during this earthly life? The gaining of knowledge is 
the most excellent of all human activities, that is why man‘s noblest task is 
to strive for knowledge.”?* 


* Maimonides, Guide of the Perplexed. 1.69, p. 168. 

" Herbert A. Davidson, Alfarabi, Avicenna and Averroes on Intellect. Their Cosmologies, Theories of the 
Active Intellect, and Theories of Human Intellect. New York and Oxford 1992, p. 75. 

“’ Solomon ibn Gabirol, The Kingly Crown. KETER MALKHUT. Translated by Bernard Lewis. 
Introduction and Commentary by Andrew L. Gluck. Notre Dame, Indiana 2003: University of Notre 
Dame Press, pp. 42-43. 

** J. Guttmann, Die Philosophie des Solomon ibn Gabirol. Géttingen 1889: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 

p. 66. 
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Medieval Islamic, Jewish and Christian philosophy was interested to know 
if the world was created ex nihilo - out of nothing, an idea which is often 
lin my mind unjustly] subscribed to Maimonides, whereas the Platonic 
theology and the Neoplatonic theology claimed that the world is eternally 
emanated by God. 


‘This theory we can see in many Moslem thinkers, who were taken by the 
Jewish philosophers as their teachers and examples. Thus for example 
Averroes saw prime matter qua matter as a potentiality, which does not 
exist without form: 


There is a being which is in potentiality all substantial and accidental 
dispositions. And this is called prime matter...It is clear that this matter 
does not shed corporeality, because then it would have a substantial’ 
disposition, and it would have a name and a definition...one who thinks 
that this nature is a body errs.”° 


This prime matter, coexistent with the world, is strongly present in 
Averroes: 


This nature, which is prime matter, is a principle (principium) common 

to all perishable beings...but it is not one in itself such that it would 

be a simple substance existing in actuality, or such that it would be 
something composed of matter and form. For if it had its own form it would 
never receive another one while that [form] remained; instead it would 
immediately pass away as soon as another form was generated. Whatever 
receives something does not receive it inasmuch as it [itself] is in actuality 
but inasmuch as [itself] is in potentiality. If then [the function] of prime 
matter is to receive all forms, and that it should not have in its substance its 
own form...Indeed if it were something existing in actuality, that is having 
a form, then...the forms would be accidents.”’ 


The issue, whether the world was eternal or created, occupied not only 
Averroes and Maimonides, but even Judah Halevi. When he discussed with 
the king of the Khazars, he in a way dismissed Aristotle’s point of view: 


26 Averroes, Long Commentary on the Physics, 38 C-D. In: Catarina Belo, Chance and Determinism in 
Avicenna and Averroes. Islamic Philosophy, Theology and Science. Leiden and Boston 2007: Brill, 
p.159. 

27 Averroes, Long Commentary on the Physics, 46K. In: Catarina Belo, Chance and Determinism in 
Avicenna and Averroes. Op. cit., p. 160. 
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“As Greeks, they were descendants of Yaphet rather than Shem, which 
means that they lacked knowledge confirmed by a divine order (i.e., 
prophetic experience apprehended by the divine faculty that sees 

(hings as they really are). Accordingly, they could only speculate about 
matter. In addition, the variability and instability of the northern climates 
contributed to the destruction or loss of what they did have. The opposite 
holds true for the destruction or loss of what knowledge they did have. The 
opposite holds true for the descendents of Shem and the region that was 
their home. Having no special claim to credibility, Aristotle’s view should 
be accepted. In fact, the arguments for the two positions turn out to be 
evenly balanced against each other and are therefore inconclusive. In the 
end, Aristotle preferred the idea of the world’s past-eternity because of an 
essentially cultural predilection for the abstract argumentation supporting 
it and, of course, because he lacked a reliable tradition supporting the 
contrary view. Having no such tradition of his own, he never even thought 
to ask others about theirs. Had he lived within a nation that possessed 
such a tradition, like Israel’s own, Halevi contends that he would certainly 
have argued for the possibility of creation, for, as the sage points out most 
emphatically in an oath, the Torah teaches nothing that directly contradicts 
the clear evidence of sense experience or the conclusion of a genuine 
demonstration. Halevi does not spell out why he thinks Aristotle would 
have decided to argue for the opposing view, but it seems to have some 
connection with the status and function of oaths, which calls for further 
reflection. In any event, even if it were eventually proven that matter is 
eternal into the past and many worlds preceded this one, an adherent of 
the Law would still be able to maintain that traditions about the temporal 
origin of this world and its earliest inhabitants remain intact and faith 
unimpaired.” 


It is evident that Judah Halevi was influenced by the Sufi Persian thinker 
Al-Ghazzali.” This Sufi philosopher did not take it for granted that he was 
a Moslem; he asked, “See, I saw Christian children, who were educated as 
Christians, the Jewish youth, which was brought up in the Jewish Religion, 
the Moslem children, who were educated in Islam. And I listened to the 
Messenger of Allah, [Mohammed], “everybody is born with the natural 


“ Barry Kogan, Judah Halevi. http://plato.stanford.edu//entries/halevi 28 pages, pp. 19-20. 

”’ Sarah Stroumsa, Al-Andalus und Sefarad. Von Bibliotheken und Gelehrtenimmuslimischen Spanien. 

‘Trier 2010: Arye Maimon-Institut fiir Geschichte der Juden. Studien und Texte, p. 15. Diana Lobel, 

rin ein and Philosophy: Sufi Language of Religious Experience in Judah Ha-Levi's Kuzari. New 
or! ; 
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religious inclination,” but the parents make out of him a Christian, a Jew or 
a Zoroastrian. ”2° 


The main axis of all mystical way in Sufism, “is the meditation dhikr, 
sometimes mortification in order to reach the point that the dress the 
dervish (fool for God) or the fakir (the poor in God) wear is called kafn 
which means grave clothes, shroud. The Sufi answers to the aspirations of 
his order. This is mainly done by destitution fakr and meditation dhikr.”®! 


The basic movement of the Kabbalah, Jewish mysticism, and Sufism, is love. 


That is why I would like to quote now a poem by a Persian Sufi: 
VI. 


O heart, if heart be lover 
then tell me which thou art. 
So closely are they mingled, 
I cannot tell apart 

The Lover and the heart. 


Upon my heart forever, 

Thy face is graven clear; 

I knit my brows together 

To keep Your image near, 
Though bloody flows each tear. 


My heart leaps at our meeting 
But mourns whenever we part; 
If all the world divided 

The sorrow of my heart, 

Each soul should know its smart. 


How sweet the single purpose 
That burns twin hearts through! 
Unanswered love is torment: 


°° Al-Ghazzali, The Deliverer From Error. (Hebrew) Translated by Hava Lazarus-Yafeh. Tel Aviv 1965: 
Dvir Publishing House, p. 25 

*t Malek Chebel, Dictionnaire des Symboles musulmans. Rites, mystique et civilisation. Paris 1995: 
Albin Michel, p. 395. 

* Poems of a Persian Sufi being quatrains of Baba Tahir rendered into English by Arthur J. Arberry. 
Cambridge 1937: W. Hefer and Sons, pp. 18-19. 
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the thrill that Layla knew 
Majnun discovered too. 


Come this one night, to please me, 
Or I must die of care. 

Since You, my Love, has left me, 
iy Your curved brows I swear 

My pillow grief does share. 


| ls necessary to state that without the Arabic translation of Aristotle, 

lato and other Greek philosophers, Medieval Jewish philosophy would 

he inconceivable: “Medieval Jewish thought flourished under the aegis 

o! Islamic civilization from the ninth through the thirteenth centuries 
where the venue shifted to the Christian West. Its language was Arabic, its 
concerns determined by issues raised in the context of Islamic thought. The 
sume issues (e.g. the nature of the divine, creation, prophecy, providence, 
l\uman perfection, and immortality) were later pondered by Jewish 
(hinkers in the Christian milieu, and Hebrew scientific terminology was 
modeled on Arabic.”33 


We can find in the works of the Sufis similar tones as in the Kabbalah or the 
later Hassidim. Thus for example Ibn al- Zayyat a Moroccan Sufi from the 
thirteenth century, writes: 


‘| heard my father - may God have mercy on him - say: Abu Yakub was 

4 very big man with a strong voice which could be heard from afar. At 
(laybreak he climbed up the minaret and sang: O you who make slumber 
and recklessness last, the excess of your sleep will cause you remorse, 
When you are led to the grave sleep will last beyond the time of death. On 
« bed prepared by what you have done, both good and evil, you will sleep 
again. Then he wept and nobody could hear his voice without weeping 
with him.... I heard my father say: Abu Yakub was a druggist at Day. When 
le saw numbers of people coming to buy from him, and when he saw the 
market full of people, he closed his shop and said: Glory to God! The market 
of this world is full and the market of the other world is empty. He stopped 
his sales, went into the mosque and prayed as hard as he could.” 


' Joel L. Kramer, The Islamic context of medieval Jewish philosophy, pp. 38-68. In: Daniel H. Frank and 
Oliver Leaman, The Cambridge Companion to Medieval Jewish Philosophy. Cambridge 2003: Cambridge 
University Press, p. 38. 

" Ibn al Zayyat al Tadili, Regard sur le temps des soufis. Translated from the Arabic by Maurice de 
lenyol. Casa Blanca 1995: Editions Eddif, UNESCO, p.21. 
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We can find in the works of the Sufis similar tones as found in the Kabbalah 
or in later Hassidim: 


This story shows the desire of the Sufis for God, yes, their thirst for God. 
The Lurianic Kabbalah stresses the same, even greater, thirst for God. Yes, 
both the Kabbalah and Hassidism also speak about sins which can bring 
upon a mana certain form of punishment. But man can be redeemed by 


a holy man: 
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“There are people who say that once the Rabbi [the Besht - Rabbi Israel 
ben Eliezer - the Baal Shem Tov, which can be rendered in English as the 
Master of good name] entered into a deep meditation. He was absorbed 

in his thoughts three days and three nights, and he was not always aware 
that he was walking. Then he realized that he was in a vast desert, remote 
from his own place. He was surprised that he wandered to this desert, and 
he thought that his wandering was probably not without meaning. While 
engrossed in his thoughts, there appeared before him a frog that was so 


» ‘The Hebrew text is taken from: Die Geschichten vom Ba‘al Schem Tov. 210 OW YYI "NW 1D 
\ilingunl Hebrew-German edition. Edited, translated and with commentary of Karl E. Grézinger. 
Wiesbaden 1997; Harrassowitz Verlag. Vol. I, pp. 24-25. 
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‘ye he could not tell what kind of creature it was. He asked the frog, 
Vlio are you?” And the frog replied that he was a scholar who had been 
iicarnated as a frog. (The Besht said: “You are indeed a scholar!” and 
i({ this pronouncement he greatly elevated his soul.) 


‘hie (vog told him that it had been five hundred years since he had been 
\yansformed into a frog, and although Rabbi ha-Ari (Rabbi Isaac Luria 
(154-1572) was the major figure of the kabbalistic school at Safed, 
Vulestine. The doctrine of redemption has a central place in his mystical 
\hought), God bless his memory, had redeemed all the souls, because of the 

verity of his crimes he had been expelled to a place without people so 
(}at no one can redeem him. (According to the Safed school of mysticism 
(ie transmigration of the soul into another form of nature (such as that of 
\ animal, a plant or an inanimate object) was a particularly dreadful form 
of punishment). 


(he Besht asked him: “What was your crime?” He said that once he 
ieglected to wash his hands properly and that Satan accused him before 
God of his transgression. Satan had been told that it was impossible to 
indict him for a single sin; however, “since one transgression draws in 

is train another transgression” (Mishna, Aboth 4.2), if Satan could trap 
him into committing another transgression, then the first would also 

he considered. But if he would remember God and not commit a second 
(vansgression then the first sin would be cleared. Satan had tested him 
again and had caused him to stumble, and so he had failed the trial. This 
had happened a second, and then a third time, until he had broken almost 
all the commandments of the Torah. Sentence had been passed to reject his 
repentance. 


Despite all this, if he would have knocked at all the gates of repentance, 

he would have been accepted, since we know that in the case of the Other 
One (Elisha ben Avuyah, a Talmudic scholar of the second century who 
became a heretic. Consequently the rabbis never called him by name but 
referred to him as Aher, “The Other One” (See Babylonian Talmud: Hagigah 
14b, 15a-b; Jerusalem Talmud, Hagigah 2.1, 77b) a heavenly voice said, 
“Return O backsliding children (Jeremiah 3:14) except the Other One.” This 
was the punishment for his sin: to reject him. But if he had persisted and 
repented they would have accepted him since there is nothing which can 
stay in the way of repentance. Satan led him astray, and he became so 
great a drunkard that he did not have time to meditate and to repent. He 
comunitted all the sins that there are in the world. Since the cause of the 
sins was the first one, his neglect to wash his hands, when he died, he was 
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transformed into a frog, a creature which lives in water. He was consigned 
to a place where human beings do not live, because whenever a Jew might 
pass by or make some kind of blessing, or think some good thought, he 
could by that means bring forth the precious out of the vile (Jeremiah 15:19). 


The Besht redeemed his soul and elevated it, and the body of the frog lay 
dead.””3¢ 


One can of course ask: is this a fairy tale, or how should I understand this? 
The teaching of metempsychosis divides the Jews between those who do not 
believe in metempsychosis, ie. Maimonides, David Kimhi, Hasdai Crescas, 
Yedayah Bedershi, Joseph Albo, Abraham ibn Daud and Leon de Modena, 
and some others. As an example we can quote the Book of Jewish Concepts: 


“The mystic belief in metempsychosis, the passing of the soul at death into 
another body, was held by ancient Egyptians and is a tenet in East Indian 
philosophy. This doctrine has been tolerated rather than approved by 
Judaism.”*” 


It is known that the Jews have a sharp sense of humor. Instead of explaining 
how one group of Jews believes in a certain form of reincarnation, called 
metempsychosis, and the other part thinks that “this doctrine has been 
tolerated rather than approved by Judaism’, I would like to tell a Jewish 
joke: 


“A young man walked into a subway train, sat down and started reading 
his morning paper. He looked up and opposite him, beneath a “NO 
SMOKING?’ sign, sat an elderly Jewish gentleman smoking a cigar. 


The young man assumed that the old man could not read English and afraid 
that he might be caught and fined, called across, “Mister, you had better 
stop smoking. Do you see that sign? It says you ‘re not allowed to smoke.” 


“So?” replied the old man. “Over there is a sign that says, ‘EAT CORN 
FLAKES.’ So does that mean I gotta eat cornflakes?’”* 


°° In Praise of the Baal Shem Tov. [Shivhei ha-Besht] The Earliest Collection of Legends about the 
Founder of Hassidism. Translated and edited by Dan Ben-Amos & Jerome R. Mintz. New York 1970: 
Schocken Books, pp. 24-26. 

*” Philip Birnbaum, A Book of Jewish Concepts. New York 1975: Hebrew Pub. Co., p. 124. 

°° Gerry Blumenfeld, Some Of My Best Jokes Are Jewish. New York 1965: Kanrom, p.17. 
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viously in this joke the Jewish gentleman wants to smoke and he i 
inpares the “NO SMOKING’ sign to the sign “EAT CORN FLAKES. 


ie position of those who were in favor of the niawin 7137. 

‘ielempsychosis, was completely different and irreconcilable from those 
l\o rejected the Kabbalah: “In Kabbalah, any higher spiritual truth is 

eon to be reflected in lower forms in this physical world. This is because 
(ie Divine life force for this realm first descends through the chain of 
l\ivher realms. In the Kabbalistic understanding of metempsychosis, 

vhiich differs from many Eastern religious views, reincarnation is not 
| \(ulistic or automatic, nor is it essentially a punishment of sin, or reward 
| virtue. In Judaism, the Heavenly Realms could fulfill Maimonides*s 
'vinciple of Faith in Reward and Punishment. Rather, it is concerned with 
(he process of individual }i?"N - [process of mending the world by the way 
(liat we mend our soul]. In the Kabbalistic interpretation, each Jewish 

oul is reincarnated enough times only in order to fulfill each of the 613 
-ommandments. The souls of the Righteous among the nations may be 
sisted through gilgulim to fulfill their Seven Laws of Noah. As such gilgul 
is un expression of Divine compassion, and is seen as a heavenly agreement 

vith the individual soul to descend again. This stress on physical 
performance and perfection of each commandment, is tied to the Lurianic 
doctrine of the Cosmic 11?°n Improvement of the whole world.” 


\hhere is undoubtedly a connection between Baal Shem Tov and Isaac 
Luria, as Professor Rachel Elior from the Hebrew University shows: “The 
(ual Shem Tov'‘s distinctive mystical identity, manifested in a radically 
conventional way of looking at the world and in the blurring of 
cepted distinctions, led to the transformation of the vocabulary of 
divine worship, a novel approach to the relationship between God and 
man, and a conception of charismatic leadership and communal fraternity 
(hat challenged existing structures of authority and was to revolutionize 
\raditional Jewish society...Some aspects of this mythical image were 
inspired by depictions of the personality of the Ari in the seventeenth 
century hagiography Shivhei ha‘ Ari, in Hayim Vital’s manuscript of Sefer 
ha hezyonot and in the introduction to his Ets Hayim, which was composed 
in the sixteenth century and published in the eighteenth century after 
circulating widely in manuscript form.”” 


Gilgul - Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia http://en-wikipedia.org/wiki/Gilgul_neshamot 9 pages, 
p. 2,3. 
\ Rachel Elior, The Mystical Origins of Hassidism. Translated from the Hebrew by Shalom Carmi, 
Oxford 2006: Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, pp. 62-63. 
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In the beginning, I wrote about Adam. The Zohar says about him: “Come 
and see: No one departs from the world without first seeing Adam, who 
asks him why he is leaving the world and how he is exiting. He replies, 
‘Woe to you! On account of you, I am leaving the world.’ He responds, ‘My 
son, I violated one command and was punished for it. Look at all your sins! 
Look how many of your Lord*s commands you have violated!’”*" 


The present book Reflections on Jewish Mysticism aims to show Kabbalah 

in the context of Jewish philosophy. Kabbalah itself is a type of Jewish 
philosophy, but in this book we will deal with the issue of how it relates to 
Jewish philosophy, especially to modern Jewish philosophy. 


Adam, after disobeying God*s commandment was expelled from paradise. 
One of the main tasks of this book is to show that we have responsibility. 
This responsibility is maybe the most important issue of the philosophy 
of Emmanuel Levinas: “This responsibility appears as a plot without 

a beginning, anarchic. No freedom, no commitment undertaken in 

a present, a present among others, which can be made good again, is 

the obverse of which the responsibility would be the reverse, but no 
slavery is included in the alienation of the same who is “for the other.” 

In responsibility the same, the ego, is me, summoned, provoked, as 
irreplaceable, and thus accused as unique in the supreme passivity of one 
that cannot slip away without fault.’”” 


I hope that this book will serve those who are interested in Kabbalah, 
especially in its relationship to philosophy for further understanding. 


Prague, 23" May 2011 


“) The Zohar. Pritzker Edition. Translation and Commentary by Daniel C. Matt. Stanford 2004: 
Stanford University Press. Vol. I, p. 327. 

“ Emmanuel Levinas, Otherwise Than Being or Beyond Essence. Translated by Alphonso Lingis. The 
Hague, Boston and London 1981: Martinus Nijhoff, p. 135. 
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1. How the Kabbalah can be relevant to 
people today. 


Wheve do we come from? Where are we going? Who are we? Is the question 

1) Hamlet, “to be or not to be,” only rhetorical, or has it a deeper meaning? 

| was personally troubled by these questions until I found a text by the 
"century Jewish philosopher, Ernst Bloch, who saved his life during the 

‘\e of Word War II and the Holocaust by escaping into exile in the U.S.A. 

\\e opens one of his books with these words: “Who are we? Where do we 
ome from? Where are we going? What are we waiting for? What awaits us? 

Many only feel confused. The ground shakes, they do not know and from 

hat. Theirs is a state of anxiety, and if it becomes more definitive, then 

‘| \y fear. Once, a man traveled far and wide to learn fear. In the time that 

\\as just passed, it came easier and closer, the art was mastered in a terrible 

(,shion. But now that the creators of the fear have been dealt with, 

| (ecling that suits us better is overdue. It is a question of learning hope. 

its work does not renounce, it is in love with success rather than failure. 

\lope, superior to fear, is neither passive like the latter, nor locked into 

jothingness. The emotion of hope goes out of itself, makes people broad 
instead of confining them inwardly, of what aimed, of what may be allied to 

(hem outwardly.”* 


| am convinced, especially after reading these words, that the main 
objective of human life is to learn hope and to love. 


\verybody has some fear. For example in the Hebrew language there are 
many songs about the: “171 VwaNX& oN) MPN hopes and fears of 
yesterday and tomorrow.”“* Fear is quite natural. Everybody experiences 
lear. 


Paul Tillich, a German Protestant philosopher may be of some help too: 
“Anxiety and courage have a psychosomatic character. They are biological 
as well as psychological. From the biological point of view one would say 
(hat fear and anxiety are the guardians, indicating the threat of non-being 
into living being, and producing movements of protection and resistance 
io this threat. Fear and anxiety must be considered as expressions of what 


‘\ Ernst Bloch, The Principle of Hope. Cambridge, Massachusetts 1995: The MIT Press. Volume One, 
p 3. . : oO 
‘\ Dana Berger, In the midst of Motion. (Hebrew) Audio CD. Tel Aviv 2003: NMC Music. Song 4. 
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one would call “self-affirmation on its guard”. Without the anticipating fear 
and the compelling anxiety no finite being would be able to exist.”*5 


In the framework of Jewish medieval philosophy it is important to know 
that the first Jewish philosophers of the early Middle Ages lived in the 
Moslem world and wrote mostly in Arabic, including Maimonides, 
especially his most distinguished philosophical book “The Guide of the 
Perplexed.” 


In the tenth century of the Christian era Moslem philosophy was highly 
developed thanks to the translations of the Greek philosophers into the 
Syrian and Arabic languages. In this milieu there also lived the philosopher 
Saadia Gaon (882-942), chronologically the second Jewish philosopher of 
the Middle Ages. The first was Isaac Israeli (ca 855-955). In his time there 
were several theories about creation in the Moslem world. The Koran says 
clearly: “We created the heavens and the earth and all that is between them 
in six days.”4¢ 


The very first Jewish philosopher, Philo of Alexandria (ca 20 BCE-50 CE), 
was not convinced that God created the world in six days; on the contrary 
he thought that: “it is folly to suppose that the universe was made in six 
days, or in time at all. The expression ‘six days’ merely indicates the most 
perfect arrangement.”*” 


In order to understand how Judaism sees Creation in the beginning of the 
Middle Ages, we have to know that the seemingly rhetorical question, “to 
be or not to be,” is not only part of Hamlet, but was a riddle for Moslem 
and Jewish theologians in the Middle Ages. Is “goodness” the opposite of 
“badness”, or is “blindness” something or nothing? In the Greek language, 
especially as used by Aristotle, En On was the term for nonexistent, as 
opposed to On which in Greek means existent. Is blindness the privation of 
the possibility to see, in other words, is it some - thing, or is it no - thing? 


‘There are several points of view on this problem. According to the 
philosophy of the Atomists, Democritus and Leucippus it is something. 
“Both of these philosophers, according to Aristotle, affirmed the existence 
of a void in addition of a plenum, calling the former nonexistent (to en on) 
and the latter existent (to on), as a result they were to say that “the existent 


*° Paul Tillich, The Courage To Be. London and Glasgow 1970: Fontana Library, pp. 81-82. 
#6 Sura 50:7; also 11:9; 16:3. 
*” De Allegoriis Legum, I 2 De Opicifiis Mundi, 1 3 Quod Deus Sit Immutabilis I 227 
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i, in no respect more existent than the nonexistent (Aristotle, Metaphysics, 
1, 4)."48 i 


Secondly, for Plato, ideas are always existent. Plato lives in the world of 
ideas and could ina certain way be called the “spiritual father” of the 
Kabbalah. For him the world of ideas is the highest reality. Thus, for 
example he sees in the material world a certain form of prison, by which 
(he living being - man or woman - is liberated by the fact that he or she 


dies. 


hirdly, Plotinus - “like Plato, he describes them [the ideas] as “existent 
things” (onta) and as “substances”.’#° 


0 understand the message of the Kabbalah is to understand the process 

of emanation from God; the doctrine that all existing things have been 

produced not by the act of Creation, but as a successive outflowing from 

‘he Godhead, so that all finite creatures are part of the Divine Being. 

(his idea is not completely new in the history of religions ~ it was the 

hasis of many of the Eastern religions. This process is a spontaneous 

outflow of contingent beings of descending perfection - from an infinite, 

undiminished, unchanged primary substance. According to the traditional 

iheology of Judaism and two ‘daughter religions’ - Christianity and Islam 
there can be no change in God. That is why those who defend this theory 

say that the act of creation involves the assumption of a change in God, 

and also that it is incomprehensible that the absolutely infinite and perfect 

|God] could produce imperfect and finite beings. 


in a way we live today in a world where people rely much more on visible 
and tangible realities than on invisible realities, and most importantly, 
spirituality. This is no surprise in a world full of beautiful material 
existences. Men love women, and the other way round, the women also 
love nice and new fashions, everybody today is dependent upon the 
internet. 


sut the teaching of not only the Jewish, but also other mysticisms, is to 
detach oneself from the material world, as shown for example in the 


Harry Austryn Wolfson, The Kalam Problem of Nonexistence and Saadia‘s second Theory of j 
Creation, pp. 339-358. In: H.A Wolfson, Studies in the History of Philosophy and Religion. Cambridge, 
Massachusetts 1997: Volume II., pp. 342-343. 

” [hid., p. 344. 
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following text which forms part of one of the oldest religious texts in the 
world: : 


“The world is imprisoned in its own activity, except when actions are 


performed as the worship of God. Therefore you must perform every action 


in a sacramental way, and be free from all attachment to results. 


In the beginning 

The Lord of beings 
Created all men 

To each his duty. 

‘Do this,’ he said 

‘And you shall prosper. 
Duty well done 

Fulfills desire.’ 


The ignorant work 

For the fruit of their action: 
The wise must work also 
Without desire 

Pointing man’s feet 

To the path of his duty. 

Let the wise beware 

Lest they bewilder 

The minds of the ignorant 
Hungry for action: 

Let them show by example 
How work is holy 

When the heart of the worker 
Is fixed on the Highest. 


Seer and leader, 
Provider and server: 
Each has the duty 
Ordained by his nature 
Born of the gunas. 


The seer’s duty, 
Ordained by his nature, 
Is to be tranquil 

In mind and in spirit, 
Self-controlled, 
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Austere and stainless, 
Upright, forbearing; 


‘To follow wisdom, 


‘lo know the Atman, 
Virm of faith 
In the truth that is Brahman. 


‘Ihe leaders duty 
Ordained by his nature, 
Is to be bold, 

Unflinching and fearless, 
Subtle of skill 

And open-handed, 
Great-hearted in battle, 
A resolute ruler. 


Others are born 

‘To the task of providing: 
‘There are the traders, 
‘The cultivators, 

‘The breeders of cattle. 


‘To work for all men, 
Such is the duty 
Ordained for the servers: 
‘This is their nature. 


All mankind 

Is born for perfection 
And each shall attain it 
Will he but follow 

His nature‘s duty. 


‘The Way Of Loving Faith 


Now we see how a man may become perfect, if he devotes himself to the 
work which is natural to him. A man will reach perfection if he does his 
duty as an act of worship to the Lord, who is the source of the universe, 
prompting all action, everywhere present. 
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When a man has achieved non-attachment, self-mastery, and freedom 
from desire through renunciation, he reaches union with Brahman, who is 
beyond all action. 


Mentally resign all your action to me. Regard meas your dearest loved 
one. Know me to be your only refuge. Be united always in heart and 
consciousness with me. 


United with me, you shall overcome all difficulties by my grace. But if your 
heart is full of conceit, and you do not heed me, you are lost. If, in your 
vanity, you say: ‘I will not fight,’ your resolve is vain. Your own nature will 
drive you to the act. For you yourself have created the karma that binds 
you. You are helpless in its power. And you will do that very thing which 
your ignorance seeks to avoid. 


The Lord lives in the heart of every creature. He turns them round and 
round upon the wheel of his Maya. Take refuge utterly in him. By his grace 
you will find supreme peace, and the state which is beyond all change.”® 


Here is one word that may not be known to the reader - the word Maya. 
In Buddhism this term is used in the sense of illusion. According to this 
religion, all that we see and observe by way of our senses, is a sort of 
illusion. That alone, which is changeless and eternal, is real. This is of 
course invisible to our eyes. 


Maimonides, the greatest Jewish philosopher of the Middle Ages, taught 
that we can speak about God rather in terms of what he is not than what 
he really is. This is understandable because we draw our experience from 
this finite world and God is infinite. In this way every positive description 
of God is misleading. The beginning of Kabbalah in Spain and Southern 
France goes as far as to say that God is “En Sof” - which can be translated as 
Infinite, but it can also be understood as “Absolute Nothingness.” 


The Kabbalah was influenced to a large extent by the philosophy of 
Neoplatonism, a system elaborated by Plotinus (circa 205-270) and his 
pupil Porphyry on the basis of Plato and neo-Pythagorean philosophies. 
“The human soul, being spiritual and self-subsistent, [is in this philosophic 
system] independent of the body and having descended from the 

supernal world, reverts to its source by means of ethical and intellectual 


®° In: EC. Happold, Mysticism. A Study and an Anthology. Baltimore 1963: Penguin Books, pp. 
150-153. 
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purification. The stages of ascent were commonly designated (after 
Proclus) the via purgativa (purification), via illuminativa (illumination), 
and via unitiva (union), the highest stage, a kind of unio mystica [mystical 
union], the highest stage, a kind of mystical union and apotheosis, 

being the sole means by which the One is apprehended. Individuation 
and investiture of the soul with a body is devalorized; release from the 
fetters of the body in ecstasy or in death is equivalent to salvation, the 
philosophical soteriology tending toward combination with a doctrine of 
metempsychosis.”®! 


Isaac Luria (1534-1572) was one of the greatest Masters of Kabbalah of all 
time. We can ask, how can God exist, when the classic theology says that 
God is everywhere, or to put it in theological language, He is omnipresent, 
and also, that He is good - how can He exist - is God nature, like Spinoza 
said, or why is there so much suffering in the world? 


Luria came up with the idea of O1¥0¥ (tsimtsum) which means the “first 
movement of God as a step inwards, as a withdrawal of God into Himself.” 
‘This retreat of God is very important. According to the Zohar, man expelled 
God from paradise. Luria goes even further and says that in order to make 
place for man, God withdrew from the world. Thus man has free will and 
when the Jews perform the commandments and the non Jews act in an 
ethical way, they in a way bring God from this exile. Yes, even the Talmud 
speaks about the suffering of the Shekhinah - the Divine Presence, together 
with Israel: 


“You find that whenever Israel is enslaved, the Shekhinah is with them, as 

it says, “In all their troubles, God is troubled” (Isaiah 63:9). This refers only 
(o communal suffering. Where do we learn about individual distress? From 
the verse, “When he calls on Me, I will answer him; I will be with him in 
distress” (Psalm 91:15). Thus, wherever Israel is exiled, the Shekhinah is 
with them.”53 


Once again, how would the existence of the universe be possible, if 
the infinite God fills all reality? Luria teaches that by the act of DVSX 
(tsimtsum) God withdrew from this world. Why? Because he wanted to 


' Joel Kramer, Neoplatonism. In: ENCYCLOPEDIA JUDAICA, Second edition, Volume 15, p. 84. 

' Lawrence Fine, The Contemplative Practice of Yihudim in Lurianic Kabbalah, pp. 64-98. In: Arthur 
Green (editor), Jewish Spirituality. Volume II. From the Sixteenth Century Revival to the Present. New 
York 1987: Crossroad, p. 65. 

' Sifre Beha‘alotekha 84. 
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relate to the people, because He loves us. The book, which influenced 

the Jewish world as intensively as the Zohar, the Etz Chayim, Tree of 

Life, starts with the question which troubled many medieval Christian 
theologians, when they asked, Cur Deus Homo? Why did God create man? 
In my personal opinion the best answer is given by the Tree of Life, when 
it answers:“The Holy One was forced to create the world in order that the 
Holy One be complete in all of His deeds and powers. If He had-not brought 
forth His deeds and His powers, He could not have been called complete in 
his actions or in His names.”** 


Now in order that God be complete in His actions and works, He wanted to 
relate to man. 


God in the framework of the Hebrew Bible has many names, but the most 
important of His names is the name He revealed to Moses: 


MAN WR DAK 


I will be What I will be. Exodus 3:14. 


Here we can see that God, at least according to the Jewish and Kabbalistic 
concept, is still not complete in his actions and powers. There is still so 
much evil in this world. Luria explains that some parts of the divine light 
fell into the vessels which broke and this created the n1D°?)? (kelipot) - 
husks or shells. Professor Fine writes: “Prior to zimzum, the various powers 
of God, the sefirot, were harmoniously balanced without any discernable 
differentiation. In particular, the opposing forces of Mercy (Hesed) and 
Stern Judgment (Din) existed in perfect unity within the essence of the 
divine. In the process of zimzum, however, En Sof gathered in one place 

all the “roots” of Stern Judgment, leaving them behind in the region now 
abandoned. This resulted in a separation between Din and Hesed and the 
establishment of a measure of independence for the forces of Judgment. 
Thus the zimzum, from one point of view, may be regarded as an act of self- 
limitation or self-imposed “exile” within God for the purpose of separating 
out and eliminating the forces of Judgment. More radically formulated, 
the purification of the divine organism of all elements of potential evil 
took place in this process, the “dross” within God was purged from His 
innermost being.”* 


54 Etz Chayim, Tree of Life. (Hebrew) Jerusalem 2004: Aharon Barzani and sons, p. 11. 
55 Lawrence Fine, The Contemplative Practice of Yihudim. In: Arthur Green, Jewish Spirituality. Vol. Il. 
Op. cit., p. 66. 
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{t cannot be said that the Tree of Life is only a theological or philosophical 
work. It also shows the deep mysteries of the laws of the Universe. It not 
only enables the correct reading of the Zohar, but also shows that that 
which is in heaven, is on earth, and what is on earth is also in heaven. 
‘This means that, as Professor Fine has shown, by mischief and unethical 
conduct people can stir the Stern Judgment and if we act properly we 

on the other hand can bring harmony into the divine life. This is called 
theurgy - and thus not only is God responsible for man but even man is 
responsible in a certain way for God's actions. 


One of the Kabbalists who was strongly influenced by the Lurianic 
Kabbalah praised God in these words: 


“And what shall we say unto Thee, O Lord our God, in this last generation, 
in which for long seasons Israel has been without the true God, and 
without a teaching priest and without Torah, every man doing that 
which is right in his own eyes, and the power of heresy prevails. We have 
been left orphaned without a teacher father. But Thou, O Lord, our God, 
because of the love Thou hast borne for our ancestors, Thou hast fulfilled 
for us the verse: ‘It shall not be forgotten out of the mouth of their seed’ 
[Deuteronomy 31:21]. Thou hast revealed Thyself in the splendor of Thy 
ylorious majesty to reveal for us, in our days, the secret reasons for Thy 
Torah, the hidden things that belong to the Lord, our God. Thou hast sent us 
ihe teacher of righteousness, the angel who descended in heavenly clouds, 
ihe celestial holy one from the high heavens, our holy teacher, the Ari [this 
ineans The Lion - the name the Jewish people gave to Rabbi Isaac Luria], of 
blessed memory, and his holy disciple R. Hayim Vital, of blessed memory. 
they have illuminated the eyes of those who dwell in darkness and have 
opened the eyes of the blind to take delight in the light of wisdom, Torah, 
and divine worship; to understand words of discernment; to become wise 
in the things hidden in the Zohar - [all] in order to return to Thee, O Lord 
our God, with all our heart and with all our soul, and to Thy delightful 
(orah, And we give thanks unto Thee, O Lord our God, for all the goodness 
(hou hast wrought for us in giving us to taste of the fruit of the Tree of Life 
(hat we may serve Thee and fear Thee.”°° 


in fact, the main goal of the Kabbalah and of Hassidism is to get rid of 
elfishness and to be open for love towards the other. Hassidism, which 
turted in Eastern Europe, continued what the Kabbalists started in 


‘ov Hirsch Eichenstein, Turn Aside From Evil and Do Good. English translation by Louis Jacobs. 
(ord, Portland, Oregon 1995: The Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, p. 6. 
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Medieval Spain and later in Safed: “The Hassidim speak of Three Garments 
of the Soul, three ways in which the Divine enters into the world. We 
encounter these garments as though word and deed, and we experience 
them as a cascade: thought leads us to words, and words lead us to 

deeds. The quality of each garment depends on the cleanliness of the one 
preceding it. Thus, we can see that everything depends on the quality of 
our thoughts. 


When you were born, all three garments accompanied you into the world. 
Originally clean and free from the stain of selfishness, over time they 
become soiled and need refining. What soils them is selfishness. You begin 
to think only of yourself, speak only of your needs, and act in ways that 
exploit others in order to fulfill those needs. Cleansing the Garments of the 
Soul is the goal of spiritual practice. 


But where to start? Because thought is key, you might expect to begin 
with that. But to think thought clean is like washing a windowpane with 
muddy water; this only smears the dirt but does not remove it. The way to 
cleanse thought is not to think but to do. This is what Simcha Bunem knew 
instinctively and what we must know as well. If you wish to know God 
begin by doing godly. 


“And where, little one, is the novelty in your interpretation?” one of the 
Rabbis asked. 


With all due respect, Teacher, “Simcha Bunam said, “if had simply 
provided you with a new set of words you would have a chance to rest 
only your minds, but in this way I offer you a chance to rest your bodies as 
well,”57 


We live in a material world and we want to see tangible things. There is 
nothing bad about this. The Hebrew Scripture is not too spiritualistic, on 
the contrary, it promises material wealth to those who will keep the word 
of God. But the problem is that we too easily stick to this material wealth 
and forget about God. Who is God? We could say the supreme value. But we 
often exchange this divine supreme value for a tangible value in this world 
~ thus the old Israelites worshipped gods from stone and wood. There is 
the concept in the Hebrew Scriptures that God is the Husband and Israel is 
the Bride. But what happened? Israel became a whore, a prostitute. Why? 


5” Hassidic Tales Annotated and Explained. Translation and Annotation by Rabbi Rami Shapiro. 
Woodstock, Vermont 2005: Skylight Iuminations, pp. 22-23. 
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lwecause she exchanged God for pagan deities out of wood and stone. There 
is an entire book dedicated to this, the book of Hosea, which describes how 
israel abandoned God, who loved her first and made fornication with the 
pagan deities. 


ina certain way, the story of Hosea is not only the story of Israel, but the 
ory of every Jew and Christian, who diverted from the path of God: “The 
word of the Lord that came to Hosea son of Beeri, in the reigns of Kings 
\Jzziah, Jotham, Ahaz and Hezekiah of Judah, and in the reign of King 
jeroboam son of Joash of Israel. When the Lord first spoke to Hosea, the 
Lord said to Hosea, “Go, get yourself'a wife of whoredom and children of 
whoredom for the land stray from following the Lord.” Hosea 1:1-2 


What was the attraction of the pagan deities? Israel wanted to be “like the 
other nations.” And this is the problem. Because the Lord has chosen Israel 
4s His treasured possession and they made abominations in the eyes of 
ihe Lord. One of the most distinguished scholars on the Talmud, Professor 
Schechter, writes about the relationship between God and Israel: “He is 
their God, their father, their strength, their shepherd, their hope, their 
wlvation, their safety; they are his people, his children, his first-born 
‘on, his treasure, dedicated to his name, which it is sacrilege to profane. 
\n brief, there is not a single endearing epithet in the language, such as 
brother, sister, mother, lamb, or eye, which is not, according to the Rabbis, 
\pplied by the Scriptures to express this intimate relation between God and 
lis people. God is even represented by the Rabbis as saying to Moses, “As 
much as thou can, exalt this nation (Israel), for it is as if you were exalting 
ine. Praise it as much as you can, glorify it as much as you can, for in them 
| will be glorified” (Isaiah 49:3). “What is His - God’s name? El Shaddai, 
‘ebaoth. What is the name of his son? Israel!” Nay, more, though a king of 
(lesh and blood would resent to hear one of his subjects arrogating his title 
(Caesar, Augustus), the Holy One, blessed be He, Himself confers on Israel 
(he names by which he is himself distinguished, as wise, holy, the chosen 
ones,”°5 
ven if this text sounds a false worship of Israel, God is ever critical of 
israel, as we can read in the book of Hosea: 


‘She conceived and bore a son. Then He said, “Name him Lo - ammi, for you 
are not My people, and I will not be your God.” Hosea 1: 8a-9. 


Solomon Schechter, Aspects of Rabbinic Theology. Woodstock, Vermont 1993: Jewish Lights, pp. 
16°47, 
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We can thus see that God is critical of His people, because they exchanged 
His glory for the whoredom with the pagan deities. Is not the case of 
biblical Israel to a certain degree the case of every believing man and 
woman? Or do we not sometimes exchange God who loves us, in the same 
way He loves Israel, because God loves all humankind, and according to 
Emmanuel Levinas, Israel is ,“Of course, the Talmud does qualify this. In 
question is the other man, who descends from Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. 
But do not be alarmed. We are not in the presence of a racist idea here. 

I have it from an eminent master: each time Israel is mentioned in the 
Talmud one is certainly free to understand by it a particular ethnic group 
which is probably fulfilling an incomparable destiny. But to interpret 

in this manner would be to reduce the general principle in the idea 
enunciated in the Talmudic passage, to forget that Israel means a people 
which has received the Law and, as a result, a human nature which has 
reached the fullness of its responsibilities and its self-consciousness. The 
descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob are human beings who are no 
longer childlike. Before a self-conscious humanity, no longer in need of 
being educated, our duties are limitless.”*° 


Here we see that Judaism is in no way a racist religion, or as Edmond Jabés 
put it, “Judaism is present in everyone and everywhere, where the people 
are persecuted,”© 


I spoke about the beginning of mystical union, which is the purgative way. 
It consists of religious and socio cultural practices of a wide variety of 
types and forms found not only in Judaism, but in all known cultures and 
religions, based on concepts of purity or to create a higher degree of purity 
in relation to the sacred or holy. 


In the Kabbalistic universe there are four worlds, the world of 


NPN - Atzilut - the highest world, the world of emanation, where God 
emanates the divine energy 


riN?12 - Beriah - the world of “creation”, which is the world of the throne of 
God and the most noble souls. 


°° Emmanuel Levinas, Nine Talmudic Readings. Translated and with an Introduction by Annette 
Aronowitz. Bloomington and Indianapolis 1994: Indiana University Press, p. 98. 

© Edmond Jabés, Kniha otdzek - The Book of Questions. Translated from the French by DanuSe 
Navratilova. Prague 2000: Argo, p. 35. 
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"Pk? - Yetzirah - which means formation of the world or the world of 


angels. 


)WY - Asiyah - the world of action, or putting creation into existence. This 
means the lowest, i.e. the created world. 


P'ranz Kafka once said that “we were destined to live in paradise but we do 
not live in paradise. But this does not mean that we should not in the end 
live in paradise.” 


We live in the world of Asiyah, the lowest world. One of the Hassidic 
prayers shows that we are destined to live in the highest world: 
Remembering The Future.* 


“| remember my song in the night; with my heart I shall speak, and my 
spirit shall seek. I have remembered Your Name in the night, O God, and 

| shall heed Your teachings. I remember that God brings everything into 
existence when I recall Your wonders of old. I remember the days of old; 

| meditate upon Your deeds; about the work of Your hands! shall speak. 
When my soul became faint, I remembered God, My soul remembers well 
and is humbled.” 


| encourage my soul: “Remember and do not forget that there is a World 
to Come and that this world has no permanence. This world passes in the 
blink of an eye - like a passing shadow, a swirl of dust, a vaporous cloud, 
a gust of wind, a fleeting dream. A person's life and true home is only the 
World to Come. 


Have mercy on yourself, and guard your memory well; remember that 
world every day - never forget it. Let your thoughts cleave to the World to 
Come, and never let your awareness of that Supernal World leave you. Gaze 
deeply into yourself, and attain true presence of mind - for a person's stay 
in this world is but a fleeting moment.” 


| come before You, my God, to cast my supplications before Your mercy 
and to raise my eyes expectantly towards Your great kindness. Guard my 


“\ ‘The Flame of the Heart. Prayers of a Chasidic Mystic. Reb Noson of Breslov. Translated and adapted 
by David Sears with the Breslov Research Institute. Woodstock, Vermont 2006: Jewish Lights, 
pp. 9-11. 
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memory well, and let me always remember the World to Come, binding my 
thoughts only to the World to what endures forever. 


Every day when I awake from sleep, as soon as I open my eyes, may 
Iremember my ultimate destiny. For this world is empty and without 
substance, “a fleeting vapor of vanities, all is vanity.” There is no gain from 
all the labors that one exerts in worldly endeavors, for there is no purpose 
or true good to be found in this world except the diligent pursuit of the 
World to Come. Grant me the presence of mind to remember this well 
through the power of holy remembrance. 


In every time and place, enable me to understand the hidden messages that 
You constantly send in order to draw me close to You in truth. For in Your 
great kindness, You have constricted Your Godliness from the first point 

of Creation, the beginning point of the World of Emanation (Atzilut) to the 
center point of this physical world of Action (Asiyah) - from the Infinite 

to the finite. Through this constriction, You send hidden messages to each 
person, in every situation, to bring him or her closer to Your service, in 
accordance with the place, the time and the individual. Open my mind that 
I may clearly understand these hidden messages; 


Thus I will return to Your truth; now and forever I will fulfill Your will. 


Teach me and guide me, in Your great kindness and awesome power; that 

I may attain the higher level of consciousness necessary to understand 
these hidden messages. At the same time, grant me the wisdom to constrain 
the higher consciousness, that it may never exceed its proper bounds. 


Let me not inquire into the mysteries that are above my ability to 
understand or search out what must remain hidden to me. Help me to 
contemplate only that which lies within my limits; may I increase my 
wisdom in a modest, measured way, according to my spiritual level. In this 
way I will recognize and understand, at all times and at every moment, all 
the hidden messages that You weave into the fabric of my experiences. For 
through all the thoughts, words and actions that You constantly send my 
way, Your intention is only to teach me how to attach myself to Your truth. 


In the end only God's love for Israel remains and He will pardon all her 
sins. Thus even if Israel [humankind] had pagan deities, in the end God 
forgives, and I finish by quoting the prophet Hosea: 
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| (ell in love with Israel when he was still a child; And I have called [him] 

iy son. Ever since Egypt. Thus they were called. But they went their own 
way; They sacrificed to baalim [the pagan deities] and offered to carved 
images. I have pampered Ephraim [a different name for Israel], taking 
(hem in My arms; But they have ignored My healing care. I drew them with 
liiuman ties, with cords of love; Hosea 11: 1-4a 


iow can I give you up, O Ephraim? How surrender You, O Israel? How can 
| make you like Admah, Render you like Zeboiim? [Admah and Zeboiim 
were destroyed with neighboring Sodom and Gomorrah] I have had 

| change of heart, all my tenderness is stilled. 


| will not act on My wrath, will not turn to destroy Ephraim. For ] am God, 
vot man, the Holy One in your midst: I will not come in fury. Hosea 11: 8-9 


God ‘s Infinite Love towards Israel 


An old proverb goes, “love is blind.” The Hebrew Scriptures testify that God 
lias chosen Israel, and nothing, absolutely nothing can abolish this fact, 
even the sinfulness of the Jews. 


(he prophet Jeremiah who prophesized in the seventh and sixth century 
),C.E. was to a certain degree the prophet of doom. He predicted the 
downfall of Jerusalem to the Babylonians. Nevertheless, even in his 
imessage there is a lot of hope: 


- oye pr mam oxo mwa 259 OTN? PAN TPTON Nea nya 

“At that time, says the Lord, I will be the God of all the people of Israel 
and they shall be my people. 

Jeremiah 31:1 


‘This is a sign, that God's love will manifest itself at the end of the history. 
Why had the Jews to suffer so much? With the words of Anne Frank: 


“Who has inflicted this upon us? Who has made us Jews different from all 
other people? Who has allowed us to suffer so terribly? It is God that has 
made us as we are, but it will be God, too, who will raise us up again. If we 
bear all this suffering and if there are still Jews left, when it is over, then 
jews, instead of being doomed, will be held up as an example. Who knows, 
it might even be our religion from which the world and all peoples learn 
yood, and for that reason and that reason alone we have to suffer now. We 
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can never become just Netherlanders, or just English, or representatives of 
any country for that matter; we will always remain Jews, but we want to, 
too.” 


After these words, after the events of the Holocaust God will act only with 
love towards Israel: 


oa Mana 12? man WO PATI NWP" TY TUPAAN PAN Tw? x» 

ia Wann 
The fierce anger of the Lord will not turn back until he has executed 
and accomplished the intents of His mind. In the latter days you will 
understand this. 
Jeremiah 30:24 


“In God's heart was the day of punishment. There were many people in 
Israel who were frightened and desperate from the length of the exile, that 
is why the prophet tells them that in the last days they will understand 
everything and they will also know the reason why the Holy, blessed be He, 
prolonged the exile and brought catastrophes upon the nations.” 


The exile of the Jews in Babylon lasted seventy years. This seemed very 
long, but the exile since the destruction of the second Temple in the 

year 70 of the Common Era lasted till the establishment of the modern 
state of Israel in the year 1948. I would like to show some of the Rabbinic 
commentaries: 


“At the end of the days - If He tarries, then at the end of days, when it is 
fulfilled, think about it, that although He has tarried, God has not returned 
from the kindling of His anger.-[Mezudas David] This will not take place 
after seventy years, like the return from Babylon.-[Abarbanel].”® 


One of the most difficult problems which the Jewish community faces is 

a certain form of disharmony - one says, two Jews, five opinions. We can 
find even today among the Jews the leftist and the rightist, religious and 
atheist Jews, and even in the framework of the religious Judaism one can be 
reformed, Conservative, Orthodox or Reconstructionist. That is why it is so 
important that the Lord declares: 


*® Moshe David Vali, To heal the Language (Hebrew). Jerusalem 2003.p.219. 
“8 Jeremiah. A new English Translation. Translation of Text, Rashi and Commentary by Rabbi A. J. 
Rosenberg. New York 1989: The Judaica Press. Vol. II. p. 243. 
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oy > pap mam) YW mInDw 799 WAIN? PAN TPTONI N77 Ny. 
“At that time, says the Lord, I will be the God of all the people of Israel 
and they shall be my people. 


ihis verse speaks about the messianic time. Traditionally, the feud between 
jacob and Esau was seen as a prototype for the hostility between Jews and 

Christians, and the feud between Isaac and Ishmael as a prototype for 

ihe hostility between Jews and Moslems. But the greatest Kabbalist of the 
{0 century and an important man who must be considered as the father 
of religious Zionism, Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook (1865-1935) wrote the 
following words: 


‘It is for this reason that the man of truth, Jacob, the man of integrity said 
(on his reunion with Esau): “I have seen you, it is like seeing the face of 
God” Genesis 33:10. His word shall not go down as a vain utterance. The 
brotherly love of Esau and Jacob, of Isaac and Ishmael, will assert itself 
above all the confusion that the evil brought on by our bodily nature has 
engendered. It will overcome them and transform them to eternal light 
and compassion. This broad concept, sweetened by the enlightenment of 
(he true teaching of the Torah, must be our guide on all our ways in the 
end of days, to seal our understanding of the Torah with the imprint of the 
Messiah by turning the bitter to sweet, and darkness to light." 


‘Ihe light of the Messiah is unfortunately far from us. Especially in present 
days we can see the battle between the Judaeo-Christian civilization with 
the Islamic civilization. 


God's love for Israel was manifested in the liberation of the Hebrew slaves 
from Egypt: 


Tw? wT? Wn JIN OPW AY TATA TT N87) TW? WN I 

‘Thus says the Lord: “The people who survived the sword found grace in 
the wilderness; when Israel sought for rest. 

Jeremiah 31:1 


‘The modern biblical commentary comments on this verse: “These 

are words of God that indicate His love towards Israel. In this way is 
established the central issue of the prophecy: redemption of the people in 
the midst of love of God. The formulation of the song is unique and special. 


“’ Abraham Isaac Kook, Lights of Holiness, The Moral Principles, Essays, Letters and Poems. 
l'vanslation and Introduction by Ben Zion Bokser. New York 1978: Paulist Press.p. 338. 
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All the time that in the Bible appear the words 8X and Jf are in prose 
and forma certain form of refined parables. (Thus for example, But Noah 
found grace in the eyes of the Lord. Genesis 6,8).”° 


ltabbi Menahem ben Shimeon gives to this verse the interpretation: “ it is 
(he promise for the future. The Lord will order to rest to His people Israel 
(rom the land of exile. After the word “grace” is lacking the word “in My 
eyes.” The reason for this is that after the desert of the forty years it will 
inherit a not sown land. (Jeremiah 2:2).”6 


In any case, the fact that the Hebrew people had to survive the sword is 
remarkable. Another medieval Jewish Bible scholar, David Kimchi, gives 
(his explanation: 


“This segment is connected to the above chapter, which deals with 
redemption. This people, at one time, found favor in my eyes, when I took 
them out of the Egyptian exile because they found favor in my eyes when 
they had escaped from the sword of the Egyptians, who constantly plotted 
(o annihilate them. Since they found favor in My eyes, I led them through 
the wilderness forty years where I fed them manna without any toil.”® 


It is vital torealize that God who has helped the Jews to escape the sword 
of the Egyptians is the Creator of the Universe. The present day cosmology 
recognizes,that there aremany similarities between this science and the 
Kabbalah of Isaac Luria. 


It is very important to realize that the same God, who created the Universe 
has chosen Israel and loves Him: 
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One of the best modern Orthodox Jewish rabbi and Bible scholar Malbim 
-omments upon this verse: ,,From long ago, the Lord appeared to mes = 
ind thus he will reveal Himself also to you. Now, He is still standing afar, 
hut the divine providence is with you and this is proven by the hidden 
miracles. Now, you see him from afar, and you will know that he cares for 
you (68 

ihis love where God promises his love is not only the love of the Redeemer, 
hut also the love of the Creator, which means that God can use all force to 
liberate Israel from servituude. In the same time it testifies the immense 
love of God towards the Jews. But we should, I repeat, not forget, that He is 
Creator, About this fact testifies not only the Bible, but also the Kabbalah 
ind also modern science. 


ihe infinite God has chosen Israel. At the same time He is the Creator of the 
Universe. Hayyim Vital, instructed by his master, holy Rabbi Isaac Luria, 
wrote the following words: 


Say this: The purpose for the creation was that the Blessed One had to . 
he complete in all of His deeds and His powers, and all of His names of 
ureatness, perfection and honor. If He had not brought forth His deeds and 
\\is powers, He could not have been called complete, so to speak, either in 
lis actions or in His names or in His attributes.“® 


TON PNIwn jI-Vy —PNAAN OPW NAAN} ARI TWP PIMA 

From long ago, the Lord appeared to me: With everlasting love have 
Iloved you; therefore have I drawn you to me with loving -kindness. 
Jeremiah 31:2 


“’ Shmuel Achitov, Mikra I’ Jisrael - Bible for Israel. Scientific Exegesis of the Bible. (Hebrew). The 
Biblical Heritage of Israel Society, The Perry Foundation for Biblical Research and The Hebrew 
University, Jerusalem. Tel Aviv 2001: Am Oved. p. 586. 

“’ MIKRAOT GEDOLOT HAKETER-Jeremiah (Hebrew). Edited by Menahem Cohen. Copyright by Bar- 
(lan University. Ramat Gan, Israel 2012. p. 165. 

"’ Jeremiah. A new English Translation. Translation of Text, Rashi and Commentary by Rabbi A. J. 
Rosenberg. Op. cit. Vol. IL. p. 243. 


MIKRAOT GEDOLOT - Jeremiah (Hebrew). Jerusalem 1999. p.349 
' ‘the Tree of Life. Chayim Vital‘s Introduction to the Kabbalah of Isaac Luria. The Palace of Adam 
Kadmon. Translated and with an introduction by Donald Wilder Menzi Zwe Padeh. Northvale, New 


Jersey and Jerusalem 1999: Jason Aronson. p. 3. 
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2. Maharal - MORENU HA RAV — OUR 
TEACHER AND OUR RABBI -— Judah ben 
Bezalel — The High Rabbi of Prague — The 
greatest personality in Czech Judaism 
(1525-1609)’° 


In the year 1492 America was discovered by Columbus for the Europeans 
and soon became for Jews goldene medine in Yiddish, or eretz muzhevet in 
Hebrew, or simply Golden State in English because America and later the 
United States of America became a haven for persecuted Jews from Europe. 
After Ferdinand of Aragon and Isabella of Castile expelled the Jews from 
Spain in 1492, the Jews were more and more convinced that the end of 

the world and thus the coming of the Messiah were at hand and soon the 
apocalyptic trial of the world would come. Out of this movement Lurianic 
Kabbalah was created. The main creators of this sort of Kabbalah were 
Isaac Luria Ashkenazi (1534-1572) and Moshe Cordovero (1522-1570). It 
started in Palestine but at the end of sixteenth century it started to spread 
over Europe.” In the principles of this sort of Jewish mysticism there are 
several parallels with contemporary Christian thought: a belief in coming 
reform and a return towards the original harmony through the moral and 
spiritual improvement of the world, an attempt to make large numbers of 
uneducated people familiar with esoteric doctrine and the theory of prayer 
as a personal creative act. It resembled the magic neo Platonic world of 
spheres and hermetic astrology. 


Due to their persecution, the Jews in the West grew in their importance 
and numbers in Central Europe. And in first place was Prague. Here was 
printed in the year 1512 the first Hebrew book”, the first north of Alps - 

in Italy. There were Hebrew books before Prague and in the center of the 
city there was a flourishing ghetto. The ruling dynasty in Czech lands in 
those days, the Hapsburgs, were quite friendly towards the Jews even if 
sometimes they threatened them with expulsion, and the Jewish chronicler 


”° Dates of his birth and death are taken from Encyclopedia Judaica - CD - ROM Edition Judaica 
Multimedia. Keter Publishing House Jerusalem 1977. Andre Neher, the most distinguished French 
scholar who spent a great part of his life delving into the life and work of MaHaral, gives different 
dates - 1512-1609 Cf. Andre Neher, Studna Exilu - The Well of Exile, The world of ideas of Rabbi Low, 
the MaHaRal of Prague. Prague 1993: Sefer, p. 16. 

™ Gerschom Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism. New York 1995: Schocken Books, chapter 7. 
” Otto Muneles, The Prague Ghetto in the Renaissance Period. Prague 1965: Orbis, p. 67. 
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esteemed the Hapsburgs very highly.’* The Jews were playing a key role in 
ihe system of the Emperor’s financial system. The richest among them was 
Marcus Mordekhai Meizl, who died in the year 1601. He was the richest 
ian in the Empire, had access to the Emperor, was a benefactor of the poor 
jews and built a synagogue which bears his name up to the present time. 

in the year 1592 the Emperor gave him special privileges. After he died the 
!:mperor loved Jacob Bashevi, whose thumb we can find in the Old Jewish 
cemetery in Prague and who later became the personal adviser of Albrecht 
of Wallenstein. 


the flourishing of Jewish intellectual life at the end of the sixteenth century 
was due to an increasing interest in Kabbalah. Jewish Prague - ina similar 
way to Krakow - accepted the Lurianic Kabbalah. 


‘the greatest figure among Prague Jews was Judah Liwa ben Bezalel, called 
Rabbi Loew. He was teaching here from 1573 and since 1609 he held in 
Prague the function of Chief Rabbi of Bohemia. 


‘Ihe statue of Rabbi Loew, a monumental work by the Czech sculptor 
Ladislav Saloun next to Prague’s Old City Town Hall commemorates the 
(ascinating personality of Rabbi Loew. Prague in the sixteenth century was 
\ magic city. The emperor Rudolph II was more interested in collecting art, 
magic and alchemy than in ruling the Empire. This highly educated man” 
was also a prolific author. I will come to his works later. 


How did the world of Rabbi Loew relate to the. world of Emperor Rudolph 
\!? There were numerous legends about both. The most famous legend 
about Maharal is that he created Golem, this helper of Jews in difficult 
situations especially in times of persecution. I will come to this idea later. 
On the other hand, seemingly the Emperor was very interested in Jewish 
inysticism. ‘Unfortunately we have only one document about their meeting 
in the year 1592. The chronicler writes that the Emperor called Rabbi Loew 
(o Prague Castle and they held a long dialogue in strict confidence.” 


Hoth personalities are submerged under lots of legends, and thus we know 
for sure only about one meeting even if Mordekai Meizl and other Jewish 
merchants used to have regular connections with the Emperor's court and 


David Gans, Zemach David, part I. Prague 1890. From Hebrew into German translated M. 
Griinwald. Compare pp. 23, 88, 111 and 121. 
' Cf. B. Thierberger, The Great Rabbi Loew of Prague. London 1954: East and West Library. 
David Gans, Zemach David, op. cit. Part I. 
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we also know that in the court of Rudolph II some of his best counselors 
were baptized Jews, for example Philip Lang, Kiihbach or the mysterious 
“Nelle”.” 


Loew strongly opposed the rationalism of Maimonides’s school’ and 
advocated a higher and deeper understanding of Holy Writ which was to 
be illuminated by the divine Intellect. Through Kabbalah and hermetic 
endeavor he tried to reach harmony combined with a certain degree of 
mystical ecstasy. He believed in the reformation and improvement of 
humankind with the help of the new educational principles before the final 
judgment of the world.” 


Rabbi Loew was born in Germany in Worms” but soon went to study in 
Poland to the rabbinical seminaries, called yeshivot. From 1553 to 1573 he 
was the chief Rabbi of Moravia in Mikulov (then Nickolsburg in German 

- the city is at the frontier with Austria and till 1945 most people spoke 
German there). I would like to point out a subdivision of the Talmud, 

also called the oral Torah. There is a set of laws - Halakha - (literally - 

how should a Jew walk in front before the Lord. These laws include and 
prescribe all details of Jewish life, even minutiae). The second is Aggadah 
which is the part of the Oral Law that does not deal with laws and 
regulations, but with the narrative, philosophical, ethical and prophetic 
aspects of Judaism. Aggadic literature includes parables, theology, legends, 
fantasies, humor and small talk, aimed at stimulating the interest of people 
who came out to hear a sermon, which, in turn, was aimed at teaching and 
encouraging the masses to remain loyal to Jewish observance and lifestyle. 
The chief source of rabbinic aggadah is the Talmud, of which a considerable 
portion is aggadic, and the Midrash. Midrash is a generic category for that 
body of post-biblical literature that serves as a commentary on the Bible 
and interprets it beyond its literal meanings. Whereas Halakha limits 

itself only to individual praxis, Aggada is a certain sort of answer to an 
existential situation. Maybe that is why Maharal chose Aggada and Midrash 
as the main sources of his teaching. This teaching was strongly influenced 


6 Robert J. Evans, Rudolf II and his World. Oxford 1973: Oxford University Press. To my knowledge 
this was only the Czech translation by MiloS Calda, Rudolf Il. a jeho svét. Praha 1997: Mlada Fronta, 
p. 288. 

” Cf. Sylvain Zac, Maimonide. Philosophes De Tous les Temps. Paris 1965: EDITIONS Seghers. 

8 Gershom Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism, op. cit., p. 308. Rabbi Ben Zion Bokser, From 
the World of the Cabbalah. The Philosophy of Rabbi Judah Loew of Prague. New York 1954: Philosophical 
Library, pp. 133, 171. 

79 Some authors mean that Rabbi Loew was born in Posen, Poland, “Judah was born in 1512 to a di- 
stinguished Jewish family which hailed from the German city of Worms but which was now settled 
in Posen, Poland”. Ben Zion Bokser, From the World of the Cabbalah, op. cit., p. 18. 
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hy Lurianic Kabbalah, which meant first of all the improvement of the 
world. It is of interest what M. Slonimsky wrote, that “Midrash, this great 
written post-biblical Bible, gives an account of the sufferings of God and of 
ian in order to improve the world.”®° Martin Buber pointed particularly to 
(he affinity between some concepts of Rabbi Loew and those of Calvin, yet 
ruled out any possibility of actual communication between the two.*! Otto 
ov Kulka would like to suggest the striking possibility that MaHaRal could 
l\ave read the Calvinistic catechism in a Hebrew translation which was 
presented as a Jewish work. (Calvin’s name was not mentioned in the book, 
and in his introduction the translator presented himself as a Jew speaking 
\o his fellow Jews). The book was brought to Moravia by humanists, 
i:iembers of the sect of Bohemian brothers, which had its origins in the 
(i{teenth century Czech Reformation.” 


Meanwhile, the same year 1492 bears a tragic mark of the end of 
coexistence of Jews, Moslems and Christians in Spain because in this year 
(he Jews were expelled from Spain. This was considered by some rabbis as 
\ cosmic catastrophe because Spain and Germany were centers of Jewish 
life in the Middle Ages. 


| would like to look into the idea of national concepts in three thinkers. 
Machiavelli (1469-1527), who died when Maharal was very young, was 

, witness of the renaissance and the awakening of nations. He does not pay 
‘(tention to any moral or metaphysical values, but stresses the geographic 
and economic factors which constitute the State. He was a positivist, 
ieasuring the concrete forces and he wanted a strong state which is able to 
defend itself, \ 


Calvin (1509-1564), as mentioned above, is very close to MaHaRal. For 
Calvin “the church is the ingathering of all who were chosen by the 
Providence of God.” The goal of this election is to fulfill the Law and thus 
the history of the Hebrew people remains the best proof of it. Obviously 
Calvin means the Israel of the Old Testament and like many of his Christian 
contemporaries he has no understanding for the raison d‘ étre of Jewish 


\1. Slonimsky, The Philosophy of the Midrash, Hebrew Union College Annuals, XXVII. Cincinnati 
1956, 

Cf. Martin Buber, On Zion. Translated from the German by Stanley Godman. New York 1973: 

ichocken Books, pp. 77-89 - The Beginning of the National Idea: Rabbi Liwa. 

Otto Dov Kulka: The Historical Background of the National and Educational Teachings of Rabbi 
Judah Loeb Ben Bezalel of Prague: A suggested new approach to the study of MAHARAL. Zion, Quarterly 
(ov Research in Jewish History. Jubilee Volume 50. (1935-1985) The Historical Society of Israel. 
Jerusalem. 

Institution Chrétienne - Christian Institution. Paris 1911, p. 266. 
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people after the coming of the Christian Messiah. Thus Calvin puts spiritual 
vocation in first place. At the same time he stresses that this is all in the 
framework of a sovereign state. In this way he is separating politics and 
ethics. He is stressing unconditional obedience to the prince, even ifhe is 

a tyrant. He is seeing in the prince an instrument of the Providence of God. 
‘This obedience to the Prince - Civic authority - distinguishes Calvin from 
Maharal. 


Hugo Grotius (1583-1645) was twenty six years old when Maharal died. 
His principal work is De jure belli et pacis where he tries to define particular 
rights of the nations. Contrary to Rabbi Loew he is not stressing divine 
Providence but independence of the natural law which is, according to 
him, above divine Providence. He was well aware of the works of Jewish 
thinkers and their respective political theories, for example the Spanish 
Rabbi Abarbanel. To sum up - for Grotius the main goal is a strong 

social responsibility and thus he distinguishes himself from Calvin 

and Machiavelli. One of the sources of Grotius’ thought was ancient 
thought and here he is similar to Maharal. For him national sovereignty 
emanates from the unity of the people above all external and transcendent 
influence. Thus the loss of national sovereignty means in the same way the 
disappearance of a nation.™ 


Copernicus caused a revolution by stating that the Earth is not the center of 
the Universe. Luther translated the Bible into German. All this was known 
to Rabbi Loew and he was familiar not only with the world of Talmud and 
Kabbalah but also with secular knowledge.® 


Rabbi Loew was first of all a Man. And he was a Jew. Here in Prague and 
in the Czech lands and Moravia and in Europe in general there are many 
Jewish jokes, which consist often of asking questions. Edmond Jabés, 

a French Jewish religious thinker who wrote many fictitious discussions 
about the dialogue of Rabbis, states that “the Jew is not only asking 
questions. He is himself a question”®*. Thus he is trying to define Judaism 
from the sources of the Talmud. Why has God created human beings? This 
was a question which haunted medieval Christian and Jewish thinkers. 
The Rabbis who meditated upon the Torah present this answer:” In the 
hour when the Holy One, blessed be His Name, decided to create man, He 


“1 Cf. Benjamin Gross, Le messianisme juif dans la pensée du Maharal de Prague. Paris 1994: Albin 
Michel, compare pp. 70-74. 

8° Rabbi Ben Zion Bokser, From the world of the Cabbalah, op. cit., p. 20. 

%» Edmond Jabés, Du désert au livre. Paris 1980, p. 109. 
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consulted the angels and told them:” Let us make man’. They asked Him, 
“What is his nature?” He answered, “His wisdom is superior to yours.” He 
let go all animals and birds before them and asked the angels, “What is his 
nature?” The angels did not know what to say. God showed the animals to 
man and he gave them their name. Man said:” This is bull, there are oxen, 
(his is horse and this is camel.” And God asked him: “And what about you? “ 
Me, answered man - my name is man - Adam - because I was created from 
earth adama. “And me, what is my name?” Asked God. You are rightly called 
Adonai because you are the Lord - Adon ~ of all.” And so said the Blessed 
One:” Iam the name man has given to me.”®’ 


Professor Gerschom Scholem® concentrated mainly on Kabbalah which 
used theosophy, i.e. Kabbalah which is based upon Sefirot / spheres/. It was 
ihe Lurianic Kabbalah. Maharal was familiar with this sort of Kabbalah, 
where man was to become united with the divine through mysterious 
spheres encompassing the whole universe from God through nature and 
history up to man. Mystical union was for him only an extraordinary 
phenomenon and nearly impossible.® 


\( is very probable that Scholem, who was a Jew of German origin, was 
under the influence of Hegel. Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831) 
believed that there is a certain evolution of mysticism in human history. 
‘the first period depicts the world as being full of gods. Thus the world is 
inystery. Nature is the place where man meets with the divine. The second 
period is the constitution of religions. The established religions with 

‘any institutions represent this second period where there is no place 

for mysticism. Finally, when religion as an institution was established as 

« certain sort of community life, mysticism comes into being. Here there is 
an abyss in the mystic between his own personal experience of God and the 
established religion, from where the mystic came. But now with his or her 
view ecstasy he or she often comes into conflict especially in Christianity 
and Islam according to Scholem because Judaism did not have repressive 
powers.*° Here we can see how a nation, here the German nation, and 
German philosophy influenced Gerschom Scholem. The present Professor 
of Jewish Religious Thought and the best expert on Kabbalah in Israel, 
Moshe Idel, comments on Scholem‘s view:” I should like to argue with 
Scholem - his view, while correct in general, and insofar as it concerns 


l'almud, Bereshit Raba 17, 5. 

Cf. Life of the first historian of Kabbalah is of utmost importance see his autobiography, Gerschom 
holem, Von Berlin nach Jerusalem. Frankfurt am Main 1997: Suhrkamp Verlag. 
’ Cf. Gerschom Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism, op. cit., pp. 122, 123. 

Gerschom Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism, op. cit., compare pp. 7-8. 
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theosophical Kabbalah (i.e. the main stream of Jewish medieval mysticism 
which deals with the nature of the sefirot and the relations between the 
commandments and divine harmony) is wrong with regard to the second 
important brand of Kabbalah, the ecstatic or prophetic Kabbalah.” 


The most famous representative of prophetic Kabbalah was Abraham 
Abulafia. He was born in Spain in the province of Aragon in the year 
1240. He believed in the union of the human soul with the divine by 
invoking the kabbalistic divine names, which is very different from the 
Kabbalah of sefirot, mentioned by Moshe Idel. He speaks about human 
reason — intellectus homini - which is transformed into intellectus agens - 
active intellect - or even God. He says about this sort of Kabbalah, “man 
becomes a prophet according to the possibility which transforms him 
from potentiality into fullness of the eternal Presence and he and He thus 
become one undivided being.”®? He was convinced that he had heard the 
divine voice which commanded him to convert Pope Nicolas III to Judaism. 
He even went to Rome in the year 1280 but the pope suddenly died. This 
fact saved his life. Thus he was “only” imprisoned for three weeks in 

a monastery prison. Abulafia shared his mystical experience with a circle 
of disciples in the island of Comtino near Sicily. Most probably he died 
there around the year 1291. 


Maharal concentrated greatly on the philosophy of history. It is interesting 
that the distinguished German philosopher Hegel was lecturing on the 
philosophy of history. In Hegel's understanding it is the divine providence 
(Vorsehung) which is directing human history. He traces Greek philosophy 
and states that Anaxagoras was the first philosopher who stated that 
reason reigns over the universe. Hegel was satisfied with this idea, 
however he was disappointed by reading Anaxagoras who said that the 
world consists of four elements, air, ether, water and fire‘. In a similar way 
to MaHaRal and Calvin, Hegel is convinced that universal reason (Vernunft) 
reigns in the Universe. This goes together with the idea that the world is 
not abandoned to an accident or even fate but is directed by Providence.” 
Even though Hegel was so enlightened and one of the most brilliant minds 
of German, and even European, philosophy, his view of the Jews is quite 


21 Moshe Idel, Studies in Ecstatic Kabbalah. New York 1988: State Of New York University Press, SUNY 
Series, in Judaica: Hermeneutics, Mysticism and Religion, p. 4. 

% Abulafia, Sitre Torah, Manuscript, Paris, Bibliothéque Nationale; BN 774. 

%3 GW. Hegel, Vorlesungen iiber die Philosophie der Geschichte. Werke 12. Taschenbuch. Wissenschaft 
612. Frankfurt 1986: Suhrkamp, p. 23. 

°* Phaidron, 97, 98. 

°° Hegel, Vorlesungen iiber die Philosophie der Geschichte, op. cit., p. 25. 
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ijegative. He acknowledges the ‘principles of the Old Testament and says 
(hat “Jehovah” is the light.’** This is of the utmost importance for the world 
of Antiquity, because in Israel “people are recognized here as individuals 
ind not as a reincarnation of God, the sun is here simply sun, the 
)ountains are mountains and they do not have their own spirit and will.”” 


‘o far Hegel is quite positive about Jews. But this concerns only the time 

of the Old Testament. European and German philosophers in particular 
were convinced that biblical Israel is of great importance but the meaning 
of the Hebrew Scriptures is Jesus Christ. But they see no reason for the 
existence of coexistence of Christians and Jews. Hegel does not see any 
‘eason for the existence of post Old Testament Israel and quotes Spinoza, 
who was excommunicated from the Jewish community in Amsterdam, 

(he Jews have what they are through the One. Through this the subject has 
iio freedom for itself. Spinoza sees the Law of Moses as a form of a certain 
)unishment from God - it was given to them as a cane. The subject never 
comes to his self-conscience, that is why we cannot find a belief in the 
i{lerlife in Jewish belief, because the subject does not exist for itself. The 
| tat ive for the Jewish principle, inappropriate and is alien to Mosaic 

evislature.”28 


|. ven though Hegel was one of the most distinguished German 
philosophers, these texts from his lectures show that he was not very 
knowledgeable about Judaism and the Jews - for example the Rabbis of 
(he Talmud were similar to New Testament thought and believed in the 
illerlife. 


Whereas Maharal was familiar with the Talmud and Kabbalah, there were 
iso Christian Hebraists and some Christians who started to study with the 
jews and learned Hebrew and wrote the first Hebrew-Latin dictionaries. 
lis was not easy, as I will demonstrate with the example of Johannes 

| orster (1495-1556), a contemporary of Maharal, who in the preface to 

l\is Hebrew Dictionary, denounced the dependence ofthe humanists on 
jewish scholarship:” I have often wondered about the feeblemindedness of 

iny Christian colleagues who, without any discernment, have embraced the 

commentaries of the Jews in which there is no light, no knowledge of God, 

10 spirit... The Jews do not discern and see that the end of the Law is the 


Ibid., p. 241. 
Ibid., p. 243, 
Ibid., p. 243 
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Son of God. Therefore their dictionaries and commentaries have brought 
more obscurity and error into the church of Christ than light and truth...”” 
There is the question of the relationship between Israel and other nations, 
especially the nations of Christian Europe during the Middle Ages which 
were hostile towards the Jews. Jews were expelled not only from Spain and 
later from Portugal but also from England, France, Germany and nearly 

all countries in Europe. In one of his sermons in Klausen synagogue, 

Rabbi Loew said: “Let us imagine a little hamlet and a sequence of three 
evenings. On the first evening there is the barking of a dog. On the second 
evening, the heehaw of a donkey. On the third evening the vision of 

a young woman, holding a child in her arms and talking to her husband. 
According to Maharal the barking of a dog is the cruelty of the pagan world 
trying to destroy biblical Israel by the Babylonians, Chaldeans, Greeks and 
Romans. With the second evening and the heehaw of a donkey is meant the 
animosity of medieval Christianity against the Jews, when many Jews were 
killed and the very existence of the Jews was endangered, the final evening, 
the vision of a young mother with a baby talking to her husband, means the 
Messianic time. Rabbi Loew came to the conclusion that after the barking 
of the dog and the heehaw of the donkey, i.e. after Israel had suffered in 
biblical and medieval times, at the end of history the Messiah will be born 
and the nations will be in dialogue with Israel in peace and harmony. 


In the year 1915 Gustav Meyerink published the novel Golem.’ This 
novel used to have an enormous influence on the minds of Czech and 
German readers. In a unique way Meyerink captured and transformed 
the Jewish-cabbalistic personality of Golem as a way towards redemption. 
This sort of narration is typical in Jewish and German literature of the 
19th century. Meyerink goes beyond traditional ideas. Everything in this 
novel is depicted in the most fantastic way. Under the totally exotic and 
futuristically depicted facade of Prague ghetto hypothetical Kabbalah is 
presented rather than Jewish or Indian ideas of redemption. According to 
Meyerink's interpretation, Golem is like a phenomenon which re-appears 
every thirty years. This number is not accidentally identical with Jesus’s 


°° Ben Zion Bokser, From the World of the Cabbalah, op. cit., pp. 25-26. 

10° Gerschom Scholem, Der Golem von Prag und der Golem von Rehovot - Golem of Prague and Golem of 
Rehovot. In Judaica 2. Frankfurt. 1995: Edition Suhrkamp, pp. 77-78. According to Scholem, Golem 
is a creature, or rather a human being, created artificially by invocations of the names of God. This 
sort of golem - artificial man - is found not only in Judaism but also in ancient Greece or in Arabic 
culture. Often this creation is combined with astrological speculations which consist of seizing the 
spirit of the stars and celestial beings. Meanwhile in Judaism it is different. Golem in Judaism is 

a product of the mystic Sefer Yetzira - a mystical book in which there is ‘instruction’ on how to create 
golem out of invocation of various divine names. 
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ie he appears in a window of a room without doors in the Prague Jewish 
‘hetto, He represents in a way the materialized collective soul of the 

‘hetto with all the depressing remnants of the ghostliness. To a certain 

legree he is the double of a hero, of the artist, who is wrestling for his own 
alvation,?02 


\1yhow, apart from Neher‘s view that the creation of Golem started in 
iwentieth century cybernetics and Idel*s view about the importance 

of Golem in Kabbalah,’ Maharal was a very prolific writer, thinker, 
philosopher and cabbalist. He wrote these works!°: 


|. Derekh Khayim - The way of Life - commentary on the Talmudic part 
Avot - /Fathers/ printed in Krakow 1589 

2... Netivot Olam - The ways of Eternity - this book delves in ethics, it is 
the second part of The Way of Life - printed in Prague 1596. 

3. Tiferet Yisrael - on the excellence of the Torah and the 
commandments - printed in Prague in 1593. 

4. Beer ha - Golah - The well of Redemption - on difficult talmudic 
passages, and, at the same time, a defense of the Talmud, the second 
part of The Glory of Israel - printed in Prague in 1598. 

5. Netzakh Yisrael - The Eternity of Israel - on exile and messianic 
redemption and repentance ~ printed in Prague in 1599. 

6. Or Khadash - New Light - on the book of Esther and Purim, and 

7. Ner Mitzwah - The Light of the Commandment - on the festival of 
Hanukkah - printed in Prague in 1600 

8. Gur Arye - commentary on Rashi, Rabbi Shlomo ben Yitzhak, the 
most popular interpreter of the Torah in the Middle Ages, including 
comments on the Bible, Targum - translations - and Midrash - 
printed in Prague in 1578. 

9. Gevurot ha - Shem - The Powers of the Lord - on the Exodus from 
Egypt, the Haggadah, and the laws of Passover, printed in Krakow in 
1582. 

10. Gur Aryeh - novellae on talmudic tractates Shabbat, Eruvin and 

Pesakhim. Printed in Lvov in 1863. 
11. Haggadah shel Pesakh - Passover Hagada - with a discourse on 
Shabat ha- Gadol - printed in 1589. 


More about the relationship of Rabbi Loew and Golem can be found in: Gerschom Scholem, On 
(he Kabbalah and its symbolism. Translated from the German by Ralph Manheim. New York 1965: 
schocken Books, chapter 5. 

Moshe Idel, Le Golem - Golem. Translated from English by Cyril Aslanoff with the preface of Henri 
\tlan, Paris 1992: Cerf. 

Cl. Maharal in Encyclopaedia Judaica, op. cit., p. 3. 
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12. Khidushei Yoreh Deoh, novellae on Tur Yoreh Dech - printed in 
Amsterdam in 1775. 

13. Sefer Perushei Maharal mi-Prag- le Aggadot ha- Shas printed in the 
years 1959-1960. 

14. Sermons, novellae, and responses, some published and others in 
manuscript. Most of the above- mentioned works have appeared in 
several editions. 


Even if Hegel is negative about the Jewish concept of statehood, Maharal 
in his work Nezakh Jisrael - Eternity of Israel - writes that “The Holy One 


Blessed Be He established every nation in a place which was suitable for 
it.” 104 


From this concept Maharal points out a noble charter of the rights of 
nations. This is something fantastic from an author in the 16th century. 
Long before the French Revolution, in a period of time when every state 
tried to establish a national idea, a Jewish rabbi gives a definition of 

a national state. The nation in Maharal’s understanding corresponds to the 


natural order and is an indivisible unity. The members of every nation have 


the right to reunite themselves and to build together their future. Nothing 
can justify an arbitrary division, scattering which would be contrary to the 
elementary laws of the natural order of creation, “The Holy One, Blessed be 
He created each nation for itself”!> as an independent and total unity, “No 
nation is created to serve a more powerful nation.”! In Maharal’s view 

it is forbidden to bring it into slavery, or to restrict its independence or its 
freedom. 


Maharal concludes that it is vital that each nation should live in liberty 
and the world as a collectivity of nations respects the equality of each 
individual nation. 


Meanwhile, the Prague Rabbi has a unique rabbinic-cabbalistic 
explanation of the relationship between Jews and other nations. Even 

if there is equality between nations there is also a certain difference, 

a fundamental distinction between Israel and other nations. The nations 
are Khomer - the matter of God*s creation and Israel is Tzurah - the form, 
Israel is the tool with which the Eternal shaped the nations, so that “every 
nation represents two aspects, one being a people, and thus is connected 


10 Netzakh Jisrael - The Eternity of Israel, chapter I. 
105 Thid. 
106 Thid. 
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with the matter, the second as a particular people which qualifies it from 
ihe point of view of the form.”!” 


\{ we consider the history of Europe, it is a history of wars - the twentieth 
century with two World Wars, the Middle Ages where one nation fought 
\yainst the other, one kingdom against the other. In the understanding 
of Judaism the Jewish nation was chosen to be ‘the light of the nations’. 
\ccording to Maharal every nation has a certain sort of collective 
responsibility in accordance with the covenant which not only Israel - at 
Sinai - but the whole of mankind - through Noah - in Christianity’s term 
i the New Testament - has with the Eternal. 


(0 understand fully the Prague Rabbi we have to go back to the book of 
Genesis: 


he Tower of Babel 


Now the whole earth had one language and the same words. And as they 
iigrated from the east, they came upon a plain in the land of Shinar, and 
ettled there. And they said to one another, “Come, let us make bricks, 
ind burn them thoroughly.” And they had bricks for stone, and bitumen 
(or mortar, Then they said, “Come, let us build ourselves a city, and 
4 ower with its top in the heavens, and let us make a name for ourselves. 
Otherwise we shall be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth.” 
le Lord came down to see the city and the tower, which mortals have 
Huilt. And the Lord said, “Look, they are one people and they have all one 
language. And this is only the beginning of what they will do. Nothing 
(hat they propose to do will now be impossible for them. Come, let us go 
down and confuse their language there, so that they will not understand 
one anothers speech.” So the Lord scattered them abroad from there over 
the face of all the earth, and they left off building the city. Therefore it was 
called Babel, because there the Lord confused the language of the earth. 
And from there the Lord scattered them abroad over the face of the earth. 
Genesis 11: 1-9 


(he Jewish tradition concludes from the totality of Genesis 11 that after 
the building of the Babylonian tower there were 70 nations. The Talmud 
is stating that since that dispersion each of the 70 nations was having 
one angel - Sar - interceding for the nation by God. It is only Israel, so 
continues the Jewish tradition, which does not have an angel, because 


Gvurot Hashem - The Mighty Deeds of the Lord, chapter III. 
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Israel is under the direct governing of God.’ We can find this theory in 
nearly all Jewish traditional commentaries and in the chief personality of 
Spanish Judaism, Abarbanel, who says in his famous Pirke de Rabi Eliezer in 
chapter 24 the exegesis about the Babylonian tower, “God sent an angel to 
every nation whereas the heritage of Israel is the Lord himself.” This is also 
written in the Torah: 


The Lord*s own portion is his people, 
Jacob his allotted share. Deuteronomy 32, 9 


I would like to stress that, according to Rabbi Loew, the division of 
humanity into 70 nations, even if it is placed in the biblical narration 
after the dispersion of people who built the Babylonian tower, was in the 
primordial plan of God when he created man. This division is an image of 
the richness, power and multiplicity of God.” 


Maharal lived five hundred years ago. He had no idea about what will 
happen to the Jews in the twentieth century, even if some call him the first 
Zionist, as for example Martin Buber, he had no idea about the holocaust, 
the annihilation of European Jewry by Nazi Germany, neither of the 
establishment of the state of Israel in May 1948. 


Nevertheless his philosophy is the philosophy of 


1. dialogue between Israel and nations. 
2. hope for Israel. 


That is why I would like to finish by quoting the prophet Isaiah: 


And a shoot shall go out from the stump of Jesse 

A branch from his roots shall bear fruit. 

And the spirit of the Lord shall rest upon him: 

A spirit of wisdom and understanding, 

A spirit of counsel and might, 

A spirit of knowledge, and the fear of the Lord. Isaiah 11, 1-2. 


The whole history of Israel is marked by threats of annihilation from the 
time of Pharaoh up to Hitler and the present Iranian president who makes 
no secret that he wants to wipe Israel out of the map of the world. That is 


108 The Zohar, op. cit. I, 108 b. 
© Gyurot Hashem, op. cit., chapter LXII. 
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why itis interesting that ‘A shoot shall go out from the stump of Jesse’. “The 
iatter boils down to two factors. The interpretation of tx, ‘stump’ , and 
(lie positive nature of the oracle.”!° 


\here is a hope for Israel. There is a hope for Israel and the dialogue 
\etween Israel and the nations, as the prophet Isaiah points out in his 

econd chapter. Israel has suffered so much in history, it is not a surprise 
that” yt, - the stump is most commonly applied to a fallen tree.”!"! 


uring the holocaust Jewish existence in Europe was like a tree which has 
(allen. But with the establishment of the state of Israel 60 years ago even 
with all troubles and enmity of neighboring nations, yesterday the German 
Chancellor Merkel made a historic speech in the Israeli Parliament, 
Knesset, that to my mind a new era is opened. The era about the final 
evening from the sermon of Maharal. That of Israel‘s dialogue with the 
nations. 


Wonsuk Ma, Until the Spirit Comes. The Spirit of God in the Book of Isaiah. Sheffield 1999: 
\ ademic Press, pp. 33-34. 

Jolin H Hayes and Stuart A. Irvine, Isaiah, the Eighth Century Prophet. His Time and His Preaching. 
\ushville 1987: Abingdon Press, p. 212. 
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3. Some Aspects of the Religious Philosophy 
of the Maharal : 


1. Maharal in the context of the expulsion of the Jews from Spain and 
Portugal. 


Many people ask the question, “why is the Jewish nation chosen?” To some 
people, it may be a certain sort of uneasiness. The Jewish and Rabbinic 
traditions are however not appreciating everything which is true in non- 
Jewish nations. The election of Israel is given by God: 


ONTW? 713 Wo? OMY Nad AY? OTN 12 DAD oa Why ona 

When the Most High appointed the nations, when he divided 
humankind, he fixed the boundaries of the peoples according to the 
number of the children of Israel. Deuteronomy 32:8 


ion Yan Apy wy M7 PN 7D 
For the portion of the Lord is His people, Jacob the lot of His inheritance. 
Deuteronomy 32:9 


The book of Genesis states that in the beginning the people were one unity 
but later the people started to make a rebellion against God: 


We have to understand that the Torah is for the Jewish people not 

only holy, but in the Rabbinic tradition we can read, “Rabbi Hoshaiah 
opened his speech by saying, JN 1288 778) --“Then I was by him as 
anursling.” This last verb - }178? (le‘amon) can be understood as: to 
foster, to nurse, to raise. But when the word is read 70.8 um‘an) this 

word means: craftsman, artisan. The Midrash which speaks about 

this obviously means the second meaning, because it continues, “ 

N17 TI wrtpA Sw inwaix 242 on ON V8 1710 Torah says, I was 
the instrument (utensil, implement) of the craftsmanship, of the Holy One, 
blessed be - He. In the same way that a king of flesh and blood builds his 
palace does not build it according to his own ideas, but rather according to 
the idea of an architect. This architect knows how to lay out the rooms, and 
where to place the wicket doors. 
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OS AR SVD ANNI WI NF WI wiTPd W971 -D-- in this way con One, 
lensed be - He, looked in the Torah when he created the world. 


the Torah is not only a holy text, but the Torah pre-existed the world. 
(here is, in the book of Genesis, a story of how man wanted to be the equa 


if God: 


‘ow the whole earth had one language and the same words. And as they 
wilurated from the east, they came upon a plain in the land of Shinar and 
ttled there, And they said one to another, “Come, let us make bricks, : 
id burn them thoroughly. And they had brick for stone, and bitumen for 
jortar. Then they said, “Come, let us build ourselves a city, anda a. 
ith its top in the heavens, and let us make a name for ourselves; ot Si 
» shall be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth. The Lor 
-ame down to see the city and the tower, which mortals had built. And 
‘he Lord said, “Look, they are one people, and they have all one language; 
nd this is only the beginning of what they will do; nothing that they 
propose to do will now be impossible for them. Come, let us go ahs 
vid confuse their language, there, so that they will not understan oa 
snother’s speech. So the Lord scattered them abroad from there over t j 
(\ce of the earth, and they left over building the city. Therefore it was calle 
‘abel, because there the Lord confused the language of all the earth; and 
‘yom there the Lord scattered them abroad over the face of all the earth. 


Genesis 11:1-9 


One of the best experts in Hebrew studies and Bible interpretation, 
)pofessor Robert Alter, comments on this chapter: 


the story of the Tower of Babel transforms the Mesopotamian o, 
hullt with bricks (in contrast to Canaanite stone structures) and one of the 
wonders of ancient technology, into a monotheistic fable. Although there 
\y « long exegetical tradition that imagines the building of the Tower i 

(tempt to scale the heights of heaven, the text does not really sugges : 

\\s top in heavens” is a hyperbole found in Mesopotamian ae 
(ov celebrating high towers, and to make or leave a “name for ie 
ly erecting a lasting monument is a recurrent notion In ancient Hebrew 


”) 
eulture.”’!3 


Genesis Rabbah 1:1. In: SY. Agnon, Narration, Writer Story. (Hebrew) Tel Aviv 2000: Schocken 


Hooks, p. 5. 
Kol t rt Alte Genesis. Translation and Commentary. New York and London 1996: WW. Norton & 
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But the rabbinical and kabbalistic traditions see things without the 
knowledge of archeology and all of the facts that have been revealed in 
modern times. There was even a time, when the German scholar Delitzsch 
thought that people who wrote the Bible simply copied the Babylonian 
religion and culture,'* but this is a theory which has been obsolete for 
along time. 


The Ari - the Rabbi Isaac Luria comments on this 7171) 979707 P1Y 7D YT 
NNT NYPIA MaPR ,Oo“A Awy aT IDA bavann> aIn-- Know 
that the issue of the (Babylonian) tower occurs again in the time of 
Nebuchadnezzar. He let build a statue in a district. 719701 jo AW 7D 
OT 95 Oy ANITA 799 AT? ada ¥D by Swim apm nnKN mDw-- And 
whereas in the time of Nimrod there was one language, and he reigned 
over all the earth, even this king (Nebuchadnezzar) reigned over all the 
earth.”!5 


Isaac Luria lived in a time of crisis, and the book of Daniel also points to the 
crisis: ; 


“In Luria’s myth, theogony, the self-manifestation of divinity, and 
cosmogony, the manifestation of the cosmos, go hand in hand. Luria begins 
with a description of the state of the cosmos before the process of creation 
itself occurred. In its primordial condition the cosmos was entirely filled 
with the presence of God, imagined as limitless divine light. Thus, in Vital’ s 
words: 


Before the emanation of any of the emanated entities, the divine light 
suffused all of existence, and there was no free space [maqom panui], 
no empty vacuum [avir rekanati halal] whatsoever. Rather, everything 
was filled with the undifferentiated light of Ein-Sof. There was neither 
beginning nor end, but everything consisted of this one simple 
undifferentiated light, called Ein-Sof.”!° 


Isaac Luria is referring to the issue of the Babylonian tower. This story 

is transmitted to us by the book of Daniel. This book belongs to the most 
esoteric books of the Hebrew Scriptures, and has a solid place in the canon 
of the Hebrew Bible and in Jewish tradition: 


"* Friedrich Delitzsch, Babel and Bible: A Lecture on the Significance of Assyriological Research for 
Religion. La Vergne, TN 2009: Bibliobazar. 

4S Hayim Vital, Sefer Likute Tora, Neviim u-Ketuvim. Jerusalem 1972, p. 43. 

"¢ Lawrence Fine, Physician of the Soul. Healer of the Cosmos. Isaac Luria and His Kabbalistic Fellowship. 
Stanford 2003: Stanford University Press, p. 126. 
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ihe book of Daniel was widely accepted as a reliable and authoritative 
locument by the end of the second century B.C.E...In 1 Macc 2: 59-60, 


-omposed about the end of that century, Mattathias urges his son to recall 


(he example of Hananiah, Azariah, and Mishael in the furnace and “Daniel 
1) the lion*s den. He makes no appeal to Daniel’ s prophecies, but this can 
le explained in part by the genre of Mattathias’ speech, which relies on 
past examples as the primary means of exhortation.”1”” 


\}\is exhortation is to renounce idolatry, both in the case of the Maccabees 
sid Daniel as well. As the reader will soon know, Daniel and his Jewish 
(viends refused to worship the golden statue. Thus Ari, Rabbi Isaac a 
| uwria points to the fact that idolatry leads people astray from God. Ari's 
(amily came to Safed from Europe, but most of the Jews who formed the 
-ommunity of Safed [a city in Galilee where the Lurianic Kabbalah started] 
were expelled from Spain, “even after they came to the land of Israel which 
vas under Turkish rule the exiles did not have to suffer from economic 
-hanges. They suffered rather from the Turkish commanders but no less 
‘an what they suffered from the clerks of the Mamellukes. And only 
ometimes here and there shone lines of light, but this light was soon 
tinguished.”""* This great light became the Ari, Rabbi Ashkenazi Rabbi 


innac - Luria. 


ihe Avi is giving his explanation, but long before him Rashi gave a different 
explanation:“Unified words” means they came with one plan of action and 
(hey said, “The Lord"? has no right to select the upper realms for Himself. 
We will go up to the firmament and wage war with Him.” Alternatively, 
evarim achadim (some words) could mean matters of Oneness, words 
yainst the Singular One of the world. Alternatively they said, “Every 1565 
years the firmament collapses. Come let us make a buttress for it.”1”° 


\ri warns against idolatry, and he quotes the Bible: 


01 TP TYTN WweR> nxt yD2 TH? OT NAM Pox ANN yp nv 


Daniel. A Commentary on the Book of Daniel by John Collins. Minneapolis 1993: Fortress Press, 


\.Z. Rabinovitsch, The History of Jews in the Land of Israel. (Hebrew) Yaffo 1921, p. 66. 
in the English version of this Rashi's translation the Hebrew name Hashem is used for the Lord, 
\\ich means the name. I replace this with the Lord so that it is more readable for the English spea- 
king reader. 
Moshe David Kuhr, The Lion Cub of Prague. Thought, Kabbalah, Haskafa from Gur Arye. A commen- 
(avy on Rashi on the Torah by Morenu HaRav Yehuda Loewe ben Betzalel The Maharal of Prague. 
enesis, New York, Jerusalem and London 2008: Devora Publishing, p. 80. 
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So as not to crouch among the prisoners, or fall among the slain? For 
all this his anger has not turned away; his hand is stretched out still. 
Isaiah 10:4 


This place is indeed ‘soaked with the idolatry,’ as one of the best 
commentaries on Isaiah comments this prophet, chapter 10: “The day of 
the Lord,” which first appears in Amos 5:18-20, becomes an important 
theme in Scripture, but only later does it relate to a final judgment and 
the end of the world. Isaiah here thinks of what is to take place within 
history.”!”' Even if Joseph Jensen says that here the Lord “does not speak of 
a foreign invasion,”’” soon afterwards Assyria destroys both the Judean 
kingdom and the Temple in Jerusalem. Assyria is sent to punish the 
idolatry of Israel: 
LITWRN AIM M2 PAYT APD NIAID) PDN VAW DWN 
Tana oanD yews) 1191 Dw Yow? Ex onqay ay7dy1 
vanes g 
Ah, Assyria, the rod of my anger - the club in their hands is my fury! 
Against a godless nation I send him, and against the people of my wrath 
Icommand him, to take spoil and seize plunder, and to tread them down 
like the mire of the streets. Isaiah 10:5-6 


The main reason for this divine wrath was the idolatry of the Judean kings 
and of all the people: “Here are listed various ways in which God's people 
place trust in things other than Him (divination, foreign powers, wealth, 
military might, idols) and thus are guilty of pride, which for Isaiah is the 
capital sin, an obstacle to God*s saving work and the object of the Lord's 
special wrath.”! 


It is especially idolatry which rends the people impure. There are obviously 
also other things, such as for example sexual frivolity or divination and 
many others. In the above mentioned text from the prophet Isaiah the 

Jews were exiled into Babylonia. But the Jews were expelled many times 

in the Middle Ages. The most tragic was the expulsion from Spain in 1492. 
But there is something positive even in this negativity. Many of the Jews 
expelled from Spain, most probably Moshe Cordovero and even Hayim 
Vital, who wrote down Luria‘s teachings, were the descendants of those 
who were expelled from Spain. 


'*1 Joseph Jensen, Isaiah 1-39, pp. 229-248. In: Raymond E. Brown, Joseph Fitzmayer, Roland E 
Murhpy (edistors), The New Jerome’ s Biblical Commentary. London 1991: Cassell Publisher, p. 232. 
122 Tbid., p. 232. 

“3 Joseph Jensen, Isaiah 1-39, pp. 229, 248. In: The New Jerome's Biblical Commentary, op. cit., p. 232. 
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| would like to show in this chapter not only the beauty of the Lurianic 
Kabbalah, but I would like to write also about Rabbi Loew, the greatest 
tubbi who ever lived in Prague and who like Luria and Vital is Kabbalist. 
\oreover, the situation of his days was similar to the situation of the 
expulsion from Spain: “In Loew's days the Jews of Bohemia were inan 
uncertain position. Having recently witnessed the expulsion of the Jews 
vom Iberia, where they had served as counselors to kings and princes, 
\aving experienced recent edicts of expulsion in Moravia, the insecure 
ewish population of Bohemia must have viewed every kindness of the 
emperor as an event of great significance. Every such event reinforced the 
wlief which they hoped to be true, ie., that they enjoyed the imperial favor. 


\hey knew that their very existence depended upon the pleasure of the 
7124 


king. 


iswally people want to have a certain home. For the Jews in biblical times 
| was the land of Israel. To the state of spiritual homelessness was given in 
\\e late nineteenth and twentieth century the name existentialism, which 
is defined as, “The anti-Cartesian view of the self as in situation yields 
le familiar existential theme of the “alienated” self, the estrangement of 
‘he self both from the world and from itself. In the first place, though itis 
rough my projects that world takes on meaning, the world itself is not 
brought into being through my projects; it retains its otherness and thus 
can come forth as utterly alien, as unheimlich. Sometimes translated as 
uncanny,” this Heideggerian word's stem (Heim, ,home*) points, instead, 
(o the strangeness of a world in which I precisely do not feel “at home. This 
experience, basic to existential thought, contrasts most sharply with the 
sncient notion of a kosmos in which human beings have a well-ordered 
place, and it connects existential thought tightly to the modern experience 
of a meaningless universe.” 1° 


When we look at this experience, the Jewish nation was alienated ever 
ince the Temple in Jerusalem was destroyed in the year 70. C.E. Maharal 
was well aware that the expulsion from Spain and Portugal was not 
iomething unique. 


(he expulsion of the Jews from the Iberian peninsula was only the tip 
of the iceberg of hatred which Christianity and the population of Spain 


' Byron L. Sherwin, Mystical Theology and Social Dissent. The Life and Work of Judah Loew of Prague. 
Oxford, Portland, Oregon 2006: The Littmann Library of Jewish Civilization, p. 33. 
Uxistentialism (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy) http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/ 
existentialism/ 
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and Portugal have had against the Jews even long before the definitive 
expulsion in the year 1492: “The Jews considered the Christian religion 
generally as not without a certain flaw of idolatry. On the other hand, the 
Ghurch often gave stimuli for hatred towards the Jews. Thus a certain form 
of fear prevailed among the Spanish Jews ever since the decree from the 
year 1391, since from this year their situation exacerbated and the threat 
of expulsion became even more hanging over their heads. Even worse 

was the situation for the Jews who followed the steps of other expulsions. 
The exhibition of hatred against them from the side of the kings and 
governments of these countries who were determined that the Jews feel 
as an inferior race was very strong. The Jews considered those responsible 
for the decrees of persecution and those who have done similar things as 
a certain form of their duty for their kingdoms as wicked and they have 
had a similar attitude towards the people of Spain and Portugal.” !6 


‘The Jews of Spain and Portugal wrote an immense amount of kabbalistic 
literature, out of which the Lurianic Kabbalah was later created, especially 
the Zohar. Rabbi Isaac Luria was sitting by the shores of the Nile and 
meditated upon the Zohar and many say that thus he achieved the status 
of the most distinguished Jewish mystic of all time. Some scholars say 

that Rabbi Loew was not a kabbalist, thus we can read in the prestigious 
Encyclopedia Judaica: “Some passages in his writings, as well as some of his 
basic views regarding the transcendent meaning of the Torah, of prayer, 
etc., seem to point to familiarity with Kabbalah. He never states kabbalistic 
ideas as such but seems to have made use of them in the interpretation 

of Talmudic passages. The question has not been sufficiently studied, 
however, to permit definite conclusions.”!2’ 


Rabbi Loew met the Emperor Rudolph II and subsequently left Prague in 
order to become chief Rabbi of Poland: “On the Pentecost festival, after his 
arrival in Posnati, Loew preached his (subsequently published) sermon 
On the Torah and On the Commandments. In these sermons Loew records 
a rare but telling autobiographical statement: He notes: 


Since I began to think independently and I reflected upon the current 
conduct of scholarship and pedagogy, I realized that it [the process of 
Jewish education] was being improperly handled. This is not the way of 


6 Isaiah Tishby, Messianism in the Time of the Expulsion from Spain and Portugal. (Hebrew) Jerusalem 
1985: The Zalman Shazar Center for Jewish History and The Historical Society of Israel, p. 59. 

“” Encyclopedia Judaica. Michael Berenbaum and Fred Skolnik (edistors). Vol. 11.2" ed. Detroit 2007: 
Macmillan Reference USA, p. 106. 
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our sacred ancestors; it is a deviation wanting in every value. Therefore, 

| strengthened myself as a lion, these many years, to correct what I have 
ihought to be wrong. But my contemporaries disagreed with me, following 
ihe rule of the majority. Some time ago, I had wished to write to Poland and 
i\ussia to delineate what needed to be defined, but I did not to do so; but my 
\rength now is as my vitality was then. Perhaps some will take counsel 
(vom me...Perhaps I will save one in a thousand...Though we have written 
(hese things in numerous places, we have seen fit to reiterate them [here]. 
(heir value is great, their importance is clear and the abuse they receive is 
considerable.”128 


tubbi Loew was extremely prolific in his writings. His Commentary on 
ihe Torah bears the name 78 713 --(gur ar‘yeh) - Lion cub. In this work 
commenting on the verses: 


\nd it was that all the world was one language and unified words. 
Genesis 11:1 


ktabbi Loew writes in the above mentioned Torah Commentary: “The world 
was created with the holy language, as we established from that which is 
written [2:23] “for from man was she taken.” The midrash notes [Berakhot 
|8:4| that naming her isha [woman] for this reason only makes sense if 

(he names of man and woman are linguistically related. Among ancient 
languages this only occurs in Hebrew. It follows that the Lord spoke the 
oly language to create the world and that would be the only language the 
world spoke at that time.”!”° 


Maharal expounds here the issue that Hebrew is a holy language, 
commenting on the second chapter of the book of Genesis which cannot be 
(ranslated into any language: 


"D NWN NIP ONT “wan Ww cee OY OVA ONT OTN WN" 
ONT ANP? woNn 
And the man said: “This is now bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh; 


she shall be called Woman (i‘sha), because she was taken of Man (i‘sh). 
Genesis 2:23 


in fact no language other than Hebrew can explain this mystery, because 
whereas man is called W°X-- (i‘sh) the woman is called XWN-- (i‘sha). No 


liyvon L. Sherwin, Mystical Theology and Social Dissent, op. cit., p. 34. , 
Moshe David Kuhr, The Lion Cub of Prague. Thought, Kabbalah, Haskafa from Gur Arye, op. cit., p. 80. 
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other language can explain the mystery between man and woman, as the 
Rabbis say, that when man marries a woman, God is with them, but when 
man rests alone, this means crisis - WN-- (e‘sh) which means fire, i.e. crisis. 


Maharal in Gur Arye gives his interpretation of Rashi’s commentary on the 
building of the Babylonian tower: 


“In Rashi’s first explanation they built the tower to penetrate the upper 
realms so as to enter there. The war would be an effort to cancel the Lord’s 
decrees, assuming the source of His authority to be His Oneness in the 
upper realms. They said that man is in the lower realms, which makes 

him very deficient. The tower with its top in the heavens would allow the 
residents of the lower realms to go up and live there too... Their being in the 
upper realms would cancel the power that derives from Him being over 
them. In the lower realms, man is one, capable of waging war with the One 
of the upper realms, for it is impossible that there be two “ones” in the same 
place....Rashi‘s first explanation of “unified words” is [talk of war], the 
second, [talk of] idolatry, and the third, [talk of] a civil engineering project. 
The generation of dispersion postulated that since the flood occurred 1656 
years after the creation it was due to occur again. The number is derived 

by adding the ages of the fathers, from Adam to Noah...If floods resulted 
periodically from the earth's orbit, the tower could interfere with the orbit 
or buttress the firmament and prevent the flood.”!° 


But even if Rashi‘s and Maharal*s explanations are interesting, they lack 
the complete understanding of the complexity and wholeness of the book 
of Genesis. According to the book of Genesis: 


992 aw7D 922 AAW NIP jo-y 
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Therefore was the name of it called Babel; because the Lord did there 
confound (in Hebrew ballal) the language of all the earth; and from 
thence the Lord scattered them abroad upon the face of all the earth. 
Genesis 11:9 


In fact, “in the prophetic and apocalyptic writings will never be claimed 
that men live in one single place and speak with one single language...but 


8° Moshe David Kuhy, The Lion Cub of Prague. Thought, Kabbalah, Haskafa from Gur Arye, op. cit., 
pp. 80-81. 
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(he thwarting of the attempt is meant on a spiritual level.”!*! Already in the 
beginning of the book of Genesis we can read: 


God blessed them (humankind), and God said to them, “Be fruitful and 
inultiply, and fill the earth and subdue it.” Genesis 1:28a 


‘The main meaning of the perplexing of the languages was, according to 
ihe Medieval Bible interpreters, a certain form of punishment for wanting 
\o “reach the heavens.” Professor Alter points out how the old Aramaic, 
Assyrian and Hebrew languages found their way into modern languages: 


“bake bricks and burn them hard. A literal rendering of the Hebrew would 

be something like “bricks bricks and burn for a burning.” This fusion of 
words reflects the striking tendency of the story as a whole to make words 
(low into each other. “Bitumen,” heimar, becomes homer, “mortar. The 
reiterated “there,” sham, is the first syllable of shamayim, “heavens, as well 
4s an odd echo of shem, “name.” Meaning in language, as the biblical writer 
realized long before the influential Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure, is 
made possible through differences between terms in the linguistic system. 
Hore difference is subverted in the very style of the story, with the blurring 
of lexical boundaries culminating in God's confounding of tongues. The 
Hebrew balal, to mix or confuse, represented in this translation by “baffle 
and “babble,” is a polemic on the Akkadian “Babel,” which might actually 
mean “gate of the god.” As for the phonetic kinship of babble and balal, 
Websters New World Dictionary of the American Language (1966) notes that 
word like “babble” occurs in a wide spectrum of languages from Greek, 
Latin, and Sanskrit to Norwegian, and prudently concludes, of echoic 
origin; probably not of continuous derivation but recoined from common 


experience.” ! 


il. God*s Holiness and the multiplicity of nations 


in one text of Vital we have a commentary on how aman can be purified 
before God. This commentary concerns the prophet Isaiah before his 
mission to prophesy: 


in the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord sitting on a throne, 
high and lofty; and the hem of his robe filled the temple. Seraphs were in 


'! Benno Jacob, Das Erste Buch der Tora, Genesis. Berlin 1934: Schocken, p. 301. 
Robert Alter, Genesis, op. cit., p. 47. 
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attendance above him; each had six wings: with two they covered their 
faces, and with two they covered their feet, and with two they flew. And 
one called to another and said: 


“Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts; 
‘The whole earth is full of his glory.” Isaiah 6:1-3 
But what is this holiness? In the Torah, we read: 


OTN NTN PNW nV DAN TAT RD TWa-ON TI TM" 
OD TPN TWP IN WIT 9D PAN Aw 
The Lord spoke to Moses, saying: Speak to the entire assembly of the 
Children of Israel and say to them: Be holy, for I, the Lord, am holy. 
Leviticus 19:1 


Holiness is the absence of all impurity: “Holiness is not inherent in 
creation but comes by God's dictates. He sanctifies or sets apart the 
Sabbath (Gen.2:3; Exodus 20:11), Israel and its priests (Exodus 29:44; 
31:13; Leviticus 21:8, 15; 22:9, 16; Ezekiel 20:12; 37:28; cf. also Exodus 
29:44; 1 Kings 9:3, 7; 2 Chronicles 7:16, 20; 30:8; 36:14). But if he is the 
source of holiness for creation, creation - specifically his people - must 
maintain God*s holiness and his name's holiness which, in this context, 
are nearly synonymous with his honor, reputation and glory.”!* 


‘The first to share God's holiness in the book of Genesis were Abraham and 
his son Isaac. Abraham abandoned his native country (Genesis 12:1-9) for 
the land of Canaan. He was also willing to sacrifice his only son, Isaac. This 
is called in Hebrew 17/?Y—(akedah), which means the binding of Isaac. 


The popular Jewish lore on this event of the Bible is a poem, the end of 
which I would like to quote: 


“I long to open my mouth to recite the Grace: 
Forever blessed be the Lord. Amen. 

Gather my ashes, bring them to the city, 
Unto the tent, to Sarah. 


He made haste, he pinned him down with his knees, 
He made his two arms strong. 


183 David Noel Freedman, Holiness, Old Testament. In: The Anchor Bible Dictionary. New York 1992: 
Doubleday. CD-Rom edition. 4 Pages, p. 2. 
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With steady hands he slaughtered him according to the rite, 
ull right was the slaughter. 


(own upon him fell the resurrecting dew, and he revived. 

(‘Ihe father) seized him (then) to slaughter him once more. 

Scripture, bear witness! Well-grounded is the fact: 

And the Lord called Abraham, even a second time from heaven. 


ihe ministering angels cried out, terrified: 
'ven animal victims, were they ever slaughtered twice? 
instantly they made their outcry heard on high, 

\,0, Ariels cried out above the earth. 


We beg of Thee, have pity upon him! hak 

In his father’s house, we were given hospitality. 
He was swept by the flood of celestial tears 

into Eden, the garden of God. 


Ihe pure one thought: The child is free of guilt, 

Now I, whither shall I go? 
‘then he heard: Your son was found an acceptable sacrifice, 
by myself have I sworn it, says the Lord. 


Ina nearby thicket did the Lord prepare 

A ram, meant for this mitzvah (commandment) even from Creation. 
Ihe proxy caught its leg in the skirts of his coat, 

And behold, he stood by his burnt offering. 


So he offered the ram, as he desired to do, 
Rather than his son, as a burnt offering. 
Rejoicing, he beheld the ransom of his only one 
Which God delivered into his hands. 


‘This place he called Adonai - Yireh, 

‘The place where light and the law are manifest, 
He swore to bless it as the Temple site, 

For there the Lord commanded the blessing. 


‘Thus prayed the binder and the bound, 

‘That when their descendants commit a wrong 
‘This act be recalled to save them from disaster, 
Prom all their transgressions and sins. 
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O Righteous One, do us this grace! 

You promised our fathers mercy to Abraham. 

Let then their merit stand as our witness, 

And pardon our iniquity and our sin, and take us for Your inheritance. 


Recall to our credit the many Akedahs [the literal translation is the binding of 
Isaac but what the author of this poem means is the immense suffering which the 
Jews suffered during their whole history], 


The saints, men and women, slain for Your sake. 
Remember the righteous martyrs of Judah, 
Those that were bound of Jacob. 


Be Thou the shepherd of the surviving flock 
Scattered and dispersed among the nations. 
Break the yoke and snap the bands 

Of the bound flock that yearns towards Thee. 


O God! O King...”14 


Israel was indeed sanctified by many martyrs, it is called in Hebrew 

ow; wip --(kidush ha Shem), the sanctification of God’s name. This 
sanctification is possible only when the Jew offers his life rather than 
abandoning the precious heritage of Abraham and other biblical ancestors 
and thus he enters into the x27 Ob olam ha‘baa) into eternal life, where 
he will enjoy the pleasures of Paradise lost. 


But unfortunately we live in a world where sin is dominant and thus even 
the prophet Isaiah had to be cleansed. 


And I said: “Woe is me!” I am lost, for 1am a man of unclean lips, and I live 
among a people of unclean lips; yet my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of 
hosts!” Then one of the seraphs flew to me, holding a live coal that had been 
taken from the altar with a pair of tongs. The seraph touched my mouth 
with it and said: “Now that this touched your lips, your guilt has departed 
and your sin is blotted out. Then I heard the voice of the Lord saying 

Whom shall I send, and who will go for us?” And I said, “Here am Esend 
me!” Isaiah 6: 5-8 


84 Shalom Spiegel, The Last Trial. On the Le Ss L f m te Tr t ff rT Isaac as 
L Tr gend and Lore of the Command to Ab aham to ojye: aa 
ice: The Akedah. Tran: ed and with an Introduction b Jud Goldin. Woodsto: Ve: on 
a Sacrifice ‘ranslat y ah Idin. ds ck, mont 
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Rabbi H. Vital comments on verse 5 what his teacher, R. Isaac Luria had 
taught him: 


°nNT1 D9 AN ADIN 
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And I said: “Woe is to me”... 


Here in the beginning of the prophecy he can see the name of the Lord, 
which is below the name of the Divine presence as it is known. And the 
Lord was sitting upon a high and exalted throne. Afterwards the prophet 
can see that the Seraphim are standing above him and in front of himself 
he sees nothing, only his own guilt. He also sees [the difference] between 
himself and the holiness of God, which the angels praise by singing Holy, 
Holy, Holy is the Lord of hosts. Then Isaiah wonders and reflects in his 
heart if he saw the name of the Lord, how is it possible that he saw also 
the sins in front of His holiness. This holiness is the name of the divine 
presence. He is the Most High, the supreme Lord. That is why he said, 
“Woe is to me! For Iam a man of unclean lips and I live among the people 
of unclean lips; yet my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts!” It was 
however his erring fantasy and not his complete prophecy because the 
goal is that he can see that he is a man of unclean lips and lives among the 
people of unclean lips. And that is why he saw only an erring vision of his 
prophecy. But the truth is that he can see the King Lord of Hosts Himself, 
but not the name of the Lord. Afterwards one of the Seraphs flew to him 
holding a live coal that touched his mouth. And because he was aware that 
he erred what he said, namely that He saw with his own eyes the Lord of 
Hosts, it was not so. Actually, he saw the Lord, who was above, and that is 
why the Seraphim suffer the sins here, below His holiness, but through the 
touch that the Seraphs touched your lips, your guilt is departed and your 
sin is blotted out.” 


\” Hayim Vital, Shaar ha Peskuim - The Gate of Verses. (Hebrew) Jerusalem 1962, p. 224. 
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“There stand passages in the Bible expressing an exalted vision of 
worldwide salvation for the “nations.”...The nations are the matrix of 
Israel's life, the raison d’étre of her very existence. The initial period of 
world prehistory in the book of Genesis ends with the Flood, after which 
humanity makes a new start from Noah and his sons and separates into 


families, languages, lands, and nations.”12° 


The basic difference between the biblical Israel and most of pre-Christian 
European nations is that whereas the pagans worshipped idols, the Jews 
worship God who is not tangible. Luria points to the fact that idolatry is 
absolutely forbidden, and points this out in Daniel, chapter three.!°” 


In this chapter, King Nebuchadnezzar made a golden statue and wanted 
three Jewish young men to worship the statue, but they refused. He threw 
them into the fiery furnace, but they were delivered: 


“In a rage and fury, the king calls the three recalcitrant men before him, 
demands to know whether the report of their disobedience is true, and 
reaffirms the penalty for it. He adds with mocking defiance: And who is 
that God that shall deliver you out of my hands? They reply that there is 

no point in arguing; they do not wish to make any defense of their action, 
for the matter no longer rests with them (verse 16)...The literal version 

of the Aramaic text: If our God whom we serve be able to deliver us is 
preferred by many commentators, but is scarcely credible that at this point 
in a popular story any doubts about God's ability to deliver should have 
been raised.... “But if not (that is, if he does not deliver us), be it known 
unto thee, O king, that we will not serve your gods, nor worship the golden 
image you have set up.””!38 


Then Nebuchadnezzar, in a furious rage, commanded that Shadrach, 
Meshach and Abednago be brought in; so they brought those men before 
the king. Nebuchadnezzar said to them, “Is it true, O Shadrach, Meshach 
and Abednago, that you do not serve my gods and you do not worship 
the golden statue that I have set up? Now if you are ready when you hear 
the sound of the horn, pipe, lyre, trigon, harp, drum, and entire musical 
ensemble to fall down and worship the statue that I have made, well and 
good. But if you do not worship, you shall immediately be thrown into 


*®° David Noel Freedman, Nations. In: The Anchor Bible Dictionary, op. cit., p.'1. 

'” Hayim Vital, Sefer Likute Tora, Neviim u-Ketuvim, op. cit., p. 43. 

“8 ‘The Book of Daniel. Introduction and Commentary by E.W. Heaton. London 1956: SCM Press, 
pp. 142-143. 
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a furnace of blazing fire, and who is the God who will deliver you out of my 
hands? 


Shadrach, Meshach and Abednago answered the king, “O Nebuchadnezzar, 
we have no need to present a defense to you in this matter. If our God 
whom we serve is able to deliver us from the furnace of blazing fire and 

out of your hand, O king, let him deliver us. But if not, be it known to you, 
O king, that we will not serve your gods and we will not worship the golden 
statue that you have set up. 


‘Then Nebuchadnezzar was so filled with rage against Shadrach, Meshach 
and Abednago that his face was distorted. He ordered the furnace heated 
up seven times more than was customary, and ordered some of strongest 
suards in his army to bind Shadrach, Meshach and Abednago and to throw 
them into the furnace of blazing fire. So the men were bound, still wearing 
their tunics, their trousers, their hats and their other garments, and they 
were thrown into the furnace of blazing fire. Because the king's command 
was urgent and the furnace was so overheated, the raging flames killed 
the men who lifted Shadrach, Meshach and Abednago. But the three men, 
Shadrach, Meshach and Abednago, fell down, bound, into the furnace of 
blazing fire. Daniel 3: 13- 23 


One of the most excellent Bible interpreters of Modern Orthodoxy, Malbim, 
comments on this: 


“these verses want to convey the following message, “You, O King 
Nebuchadnezzar, say that it is not in the power of our God to save us, but 
our answer, that we prepared, is that you are not our king, you can reign 
about the duration of our life, about our land, but not above our souls. This 
is the thing that we would like say to you. You should know that our God is 
able to save us not only from your furnace, but from all the fire which you 
have prepared for us. If God wants to save us, He will save us from your 
hand. But even if he would not save us, know that we will not prostrate and 
worship the statue that you erected. This is a statue which represents you 
alone, O king, you erected it in the name of your godhead, but we will Ay 
serve your gods, even if our God would not deliver us from your hands. 


‘The book of Daniel is interesting from the linguistic point of view: “The 
first story is in Hebrew; then Aramaic is used from ch.2:4, beginning with 


 MIKRAOT GEDOLOT. The book of Ezra and Daniel. (Hebrew) Jerusalem 1999: Feldheim Publishers, 
p. 46. 
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the speech of the “Chaldeans” through chapter seven. Hebrew is then used 
from chapter eight through chapter twelve. Three sections are preserved 
only in the Septuagint, (i.e., the Greek translation) and are considered 
apocryphal by Protestant Christians and Jews, and deuterocanonical by 
Catholic and Orthodox Christians....Protestant and Jewish editions omit 
the sections that do not exist in the Masoretic (i.e., Hebrew or Aramaic) 
Textaig? 


But above all, the above mentioned passage shows the nonconformity of 
the three Jewish young men. They refuse to worship the golden statue: 
“The Chaldeans attempt to discredit Shadrach, Meshach and Abednago 
further by stressing their national and religious difference. They are 

Jews and “they do not serve your gods...” (Thus, they echo with force 

the religious issue that was but a nuance in the exposition. They have 
made explicit Nebuchadnezzar’ s implicit presupposition regarding the 
dedication: Religious affinity is political affinity and, conversely, religious 
difference is political difference.) The Chaldeans* tacit equation is: 
Different is suspect. 


The final evidence for the Jews* personal and political betrayal is their 
disobedience: “...and they do not pay homage to the gold image that 

you have erected.” Thus, the Chaldeans plant the idea that the failure 

of the three to pay homage is the manifestation of their complete 
untrustworthiness - they show no deference to the king. Consequently, if 
the king has had any inclination to make an exception for these three, this 
portrayal is designed to make him think twice.”!! 


The above mentioned text when the Jews refused to worship the statue is 
thus written in Aramaic. The most important message, however, is that it 
is strongly forbidden to the Jews to worship anybody or anything, but the 
Eternal God. 


This means that for the Jews there is only One, unique God whom they will 
worship: 


DIN OPN TP DAD NX? 


“9 Bible Encyclopedia, Book of Daniel http:/ /bibleencyclopedia.net/index.php/Book_Of_Daniel;16 
pages, p. 2. 

*' Danna Nolan Fewell, Circle of Sovereignty. Plotting Politics in the Book of Daniel. Nashville 1991: 
Abingdon Press, p. 44. 
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You shall have no other gods before Me: 


Rabbi Seforno, a sixteenth-century Italian Torah interpreter, comments 
on this verse, “even though you accepted My kingdom, You must not at 

the same time also attribute divine qualities to any other servants of Mine. 
A violation of this commandment is cited in Kings II 17:33, (the subject 
being the Samaritans, a people transplanted by the king of Assyria from 
Babylon, Chamass etc., to where the ten tribes of the Northern Kingdom 
had lived before being exiled by the Assyrians under Tiglat Pilleser. These 
people are reported as ‘worshipping the God of Israel, as they now were 
within what they considered to be His domain.) But at the same time they 
also worshipped other deities. The priest sent by the king of Assyria to 
teach these Samaritans the Jewish religion considered their worshipping 
the God of Israel as quite useless. He told them that unless they worshipped 
the God of Israel exclusively they would likely continue to suffer the 
incursion of the lions.”!” 


Of course we can ask, like Moses in the book of Exodus, what is the name 
of God? An answer by a profound scholar of the Talmudic studies is the 
following: 


““God*s names bear testimony to His attributes and deeds and His 
relationship to man. A summary, as it were, of the connotations ascribed 
by the Sages to the Divine Names is found in the following statement of 

R. Abba bar Memel, who belonged to the first generation of the Palestinian 
Amoraim [this applies to the Sages who lived in Palestine and Babylon in 
the era 200 to 500 C.E. They discussed the Hebrew Bible, on a commentary 
which is called Mishnah which means repetition and this was recorded in 
the Gemarah. The Mishnah and Gemarah which means completion, form 
together the oral Law or the Talmud, which is of the same importance as 
the written Torah which the Christians know under the Name the Old 
‘Testament and the Jews under the name ‘]"1N-(Tenakh) which is the 
acronym for the Hebrew words O°21ND ,O°N"23 ,711N — (Torah, Neviim, 
Ketuvim), - the Torah, the Prophets and the Writings). Since there were 
two academies of these scholars, there are also two settings of Talmud, the 
jerusalem Talmud and the much more important Babylonian Talmud): “The 
Holy One, blessed be He, said to Moses: “What do you seek to know? I am 
called according to My acts. Sometimes I am called ’El Shadday [‘Almighty 
God’], or Séva ot;[ Hosts], or Elohim [‘God’], or YHWH [‘Lord’]. When 


\"\ MIKRAOT GEDOLOT, Multi - Commentary on the Torah. Translated and annotated by E. Munk. 
jorusalem and New York 2006. Volume III, pp. 1064-1065. 
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I judge mankind I am called Elohim; when I make war against the wicked 
Tam called Séva 6t ; when I suspend man’s sins I am called ’E] Shadday, 

and when I have compassion on my world I am called YHWH,” for the 
Tetragrammaton signifies none other than the quality of mercy, as it is 
said: “O YHWH, YHWH [we read HASHEM - the Name - or ADONAI - the 
Lord ~ we must not pronounce these letters because we would take God*s 
name in vain], God, merciful and gracious.” This is the meaning of the verse 
MAN WRK sPIN ‘Tam that lam’] - 1am named according to my acts,’””!43 


‘The basic commandment of Judaism is to obey God and not to make any 
images of him: 


WR) NANA YIND WR) 2yND DWI IWR ANAN-bD) bon TrAwyn Xo 
i @alcairalstalaabyaal 

You shall not make unto you a graven image, nor any manner of 
likeness, of any thing that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth 
beneath, or that is in the water under the earth. Exodus 20: 4 


Maharal, 2777 13912) Morenu ha Rav (Our teacher and our Rabbi), the most 
important Rabbi who ever lived in Prague, expounds in his Commentary 
on the Torah these words: “The Holy One, Blessed be-He, spoke all of the 
ten utterances [the Jewish usage is not as in the Christian terms “Ten 
Commandments, but n2°77 Mwy - (esra ha dib‘rot) which means ten 
utterances of God] in one single utterance, which means for us that we do 
not understand as multiple words of God, see, all the Torah has its heart 
here as I will explain in the portion nuawn (the whole Torah is divided 
into 55 mw» - (para‘shot), Torah - portions, the Torah - portion ovwn 
(mish‘patim) is to be found in the book of Exodus, chapters 21-24). All the 
Torah is one great event, and everything here has its well here. All the 
Torah is actually one single utterance. The heretics say that all the Torah 
is from heaven except this (the ten utterances) which Moses said on his 
own. The heretic can thus be defined as somebody who says that the entire 
Torah is one single Divine Utterance but denies the divine origin of the 
Ten Utterances. In fact, thus he denies the whole of Torah. Then there are 
those who say that all was spoken by the Holy One, blessed-be He, in the 
Ten Utterances as one single word. They point above towards the great 
honor of the Torah which is from heaven. The Torah which is in heaven 
descends and comes to the lower world, the divine word separates and 
becomes smooth, because the divine, supreme world is called the world 


“8 Ephraim E.Urbach, The Sages. Their Concepts and Beliefs. Translated from the Hebrew by Israel 
Abrahams. Cambridge, Massachusetts and London, England 1995: Harvard University Press, p. 37. 
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of unity. All that is close to the blessed Lord is unity and becomes even 
more united with the supreme unity. This lower world is however far from 
this the blessed Lord, we live in a divided world but the Torah was given 
by the mouth of the Exalted one. Nobody is close to the unity, only the 
‘Torah. That is why the Torah was given as a single utterance in order that 
those who are worthy of the Torah of the unity has to ascend spiritually 
ina form of high exaltedness. And that is why the blessed Lord spoke the 
‘len Utterances as one single word, and this is the true interpretation and 
whoever understands it will live in truth.” 


Were the ten utterances, or as we know it better, the Ten Commandments, 
ilestined to Israel or to the whole of humankind? Christianity accepted 

the Ten Commandments with some differentiations, as for example 

most Christians do not think that the Sabbath is the Holy Day, but it was 
replaced by Sunday. Also, the second commandment which commands not 
to make any images of God was interpreted differently by the Christians. 
‘They created sacred art and did not think that they were breaking the 
commandment which forbids them to make an image of God by painting 
images of the Godhead or of the holy people, some of them were of high 
value. 


But when the time of Martin Luther and other Reformers came, they felt 
obliged to destroy the holy images, and the thirty years war which started 
in the year 1620 at the White Mountain in Prague was mainly the war 
between the Catholics and the Protestants, according to the old saying, 
cuius regio, eius religio, the religion goes with the region. 


lll. Israel is the chosen people, because Israel has chosen God. 


For the Kabbalah, the most important book in the Middle Ages in the 
domain of mysticism, the Zohar, is leaning on this text: 


“Rabbi El‘azar and Rabbi Yose were sitting one day engaged ina verse. 
Rabbi El‘azar said, “It is written: “A land in which you will eat bread without 
scarcity, in which you will not lack anything (Deuteronomy 8:9). Why this 
repetition of in which? Because, as has been said, the blessed Holy One A 
apportioned all nations and lands among deputies and envoys, while He has 
inherited the land of Israel, not granting it to any other envoy or deputy, 
rather ruling over it Himself alone. Similarly, no other angel or deputy 


'"" Maharal‘s Commentary on the Torah, Gur Aryeh. Exodus. Jerusalem 1980, p. 121. 


89 


90 | Reflections on Jewish Mysticism | 
: 


rules over the people of Israel, rather He alone. So He brought the people 
over whom no one else rules into the land which no one rules.”"° 


The Jewish people are especially beloved by God. Why? Do you know 
reasons for love? Do you know why you like this or that man? Love is 
a feeling where simply we choose according to our heart. 


According to the Rabbinic tradition, when the Holy One, blessed-be He, 

revealed Himself, he revealed Himself in order to give Israel the Torah. But | 
he did not reveal the Torah only to Israel, but he offered it also to all other 
nations. He went first to the sons of Esau and asked them, “do you want to 
accept the Torah?” And they replied, ““What is written in the Torah?” God 
answered, “you shall not kill.” (Exodus 20:13). 


Esau‘s sons however said, “Lord of the world, the whole earth, the whole 
life of our ancestors consisted in killing, as it is written, “the hands are 
the hands of Esau” (Genesis 27:22), and, “By your sword you shall live.” 
(Genesis 27:40). We cannot accept the Torah.” 


Then God went to the Amonites and to the people of Moab and asked them, 
“do you want to accept the Torah?” 


eae. 


They replied by posing a question, “what is written in the Torah?” 

God answered, “You shall not commit adultery!” (Exodus 20: 14) But the 
Amonites and the sons of Moab said, “Lord of the world, we were born 
from adultery, how it is written, “Thus both the daughters of Lot became 
pregnant by their father.” (Genesis 19:36).” We cannot accept the Torah.” 


God went to the Ishmaelites [the descendants of Ishmael, the brother of 
Abraham] and asked them, “do you want to accept the Torah?” They asked 
him, “What is written in the Torah?” God answered, “You shall not steal.” 
(Exodus 20:15) But the Ishmaelites told Him, “Lord of the world, the whole 
life of our forefathers consisted in stealing, how it is written, “He shall be 
a wild ass of a man, with his hand against everyone, and everyone's hand 
against him; and he shall live at odds with all his kin.” (Genesis 16:17). “We 
cannot accept the Torah.” 


And so God went from one nation to another nation, and offered them 
the Torah. But none of them wanted to accept it. In the end God went 


“8 The Zohar. Pritzker Edition. Op. cit. Vol. II: 1, 109a, p. 156. 
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to the Israelites. They did not ask, what is written in the Torah, but 
they answered, “All that the Lord has spoken we will do, and we will be 
obedient.” (Exodus 24:7).14° 


In this text we can see that not only has God chosen Israel, but Israel among 
all the other nations has chosen God. This is something remarkable. The 
Jewish tradition says that the division of humankind into seventy nations 
came with the building of the Babylonian tower, which is described in the 
eleventh chapter of the book of Genesis. The Jewish tradition together with 
Maharal speak about the division into seventy nations: 


“Let the name of the Eternal be blessed from now till eternity.” (Psalm 
113:2). This means to say that God is eternal and that He exists in all 

time. His name is to be blessed, in all time, without interruption. And 

itis also said that He is to be blessed everywhere, “from the east to 

the west“. This means to say that He is elevated and everybody has 

to worship him because “He is elevated above all nations” (Psalm 

113:4). After it is said that His praise is unceasing and is heard in the 
whole universe, the Psalm communicates to us the fact that what is 
causing his glory is his elevation. That is why it is said, “The Eternal is 
elevated above all nations.” (ibid). sim) mMnw? oyaw? OPIN DIT 7D 

Sy On rm ko Yon by IMIANAT PAR? ON aN yw mini yin ara 22m by onrina 
01.99 Because the nations are divided into seventy languages. But He is 
elevated above everything. Which means that everyone acknowledges His 
elevation. Because if He would not be elevated above everything, he would 
not be standing above everything. 
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While God is elevated above all diverse nations which are divided, He 

is more elevated than all the angels because the angels are not elevated 
above the nations but each of the angels governs above one of the (seventy) 
nations.”!47 


\© Sifre to Deuteronomy, Piska 343, ed. Finkelstein, pp. 295-397. Compare Pesikta Rabati 21, ed. 
Friedmann 99b. 
'” Maharal, Gvurot Hashem - The Mighty Deeds of God. Jerusalem 1980, p. 279. 
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Maharal was the first philosopher to stress the charter of human rights 
Long before the French revolution.“'* Every nation has a right to have 

its own territory. Every nation corresponds to natural right and,“ “Every 
nation presents itself as an undivided unity which could not know how 
to undergo a partition unless for a provisional and fleeting period of time. 
[ts members have the right to gather and to unite themselves in order to 
build together a future which is theirs; nothing would be able to justify 
an arbitrary division, a scattering contrary to the elementary rules of the 
order of creation.”!* 


That is why it is forbidden to reduce a nation into slavery or to limit its 
independence and freedom. 


In the same vein, God shows his immense love towards Israel when He 
liberates the nation from Egypt. Maharal comments on this: 
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“Thus, when Israel was under the authority of Egypt, the Egyptians 
reigned over them to the degree that they had no connection to the Holy 
One, blessed be-He. This matter can be compared to the extraction of gold 
from the smelting furnace and the fire which is [in that smelting furnace] 
divides sharply between the pure gold and the slag. That is why it is stated: 


“But you the Lord has taken and brought forth out of the iron furnace, 
out of Egypt, to be unto Him a people of inheritance, as you are this day,” 
Deuteronomy 4:20. 


All the oppression from the side of the Egyptians can be compared to the 
smelting furnace - as gold has to be purified in the smelting furnace so the 
Egyptians oppressed Israel.” 


48 Maharal, Netzakh Jisrael - The Eternity of Israel. Jerusalem 1980. Chapter 1. 

4 Benjamin Gross, Le messianisme juif dans la pensée du Maharal de Praque. Paris 1994: Albin Michel, 
p. 63. 

180 Maharal, Gvurot Hashem - The Mighty Deeds of God, op. cit., chapter 3, p. 26. 
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There is of course a great question, “who is a Jew?” The Rabbinic theology 
claims that “anyone who repudiates idolatry is viewed as though he had 
acknowledged the entire Torah.”!*! To reject idolatry means to reject the 
worshipping of objects rather than the true God. It is also stated by the 
Sages of Israel, that “Anyone who repudiates idolatry is called a Jew. aes 


Thus we find a philosophical solution of the first Jew. It was Abraham, who 
rejected all idolatry. Maimonides, who destroyed all the idols of his father 
Terakh Maimonides, describes what followed in clear words: 
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“[the king wanted to kill him] but through a miracle (which God has done) 
he was able to go to Haran. And there, standing, he started with great voice 
to announce that there is a unique God for all the world and He is worthy of 
worship. And he walked around and proclaimed God and gathered around 
himself people, as he went from one town to another, from one kingdom 

to another, till he arrived in the land of Canaan and as the Bible states: 
“Abraham called there on the name of the Lord, the Everlasting God.” 
Genesis 21:33 And the people gathered in order to ask him about many 
things. And he announced to everybody according to his spiritual level 

of understanding that all people return to the way of the truth. Thus he 
assembled around him thousands and tens of thousands of people and they 
were called the people of Abraham's house.” 


There is a story in the book of Daniel that the king Nebuchadnezzar had 
a strange dream and the magicians from Babylon were not able to interpret 
this dream. Daniel prays to God and then says to the king: 


“You were looking, O king, and lo! There was a great statue. This statue 
was huge, its brilliance extraordinary; it was standing before you, and its 
appearance was frightening. The head of that statue was of fine gold, its 


151 Babylonian Talmud, Kidushin, 40a. 

12 Babylonian Talmud, Megila 13a. 

183 Maimonides, Das Buch der Erkenntnis - Sefer ha Mada. Bilingual, German and Hebrew edition, 
Berlin 1994: Akademie Verlag, p. 286. 
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chest and arms of silver, its middle and thighs of bronze, its legs of iron, its 
feet partly of iron and partly of clay. As you looked on, a stone was cut out, 
not by human hands, and it struck the statue on its feet of iron and clay 
and broke them into pieces. Then the iron, the clay, the bronze, the silver 
and the gold, were all broken into pieces and became like the chaff of the 
summer threshing floors; and the wind carried them away, so that no trace 
of them could be found. But the stone that struck the statue became a great 
mountain and filled the whole earth. 


This was the dream; now we will tell the king its interpretation. You, 

O king, the king of kings - to whom the God of heaven has given the 
kingdom, the power, the might and the glory, into whose hand he has given 
human beings, wherever they live, the wild animals of the field and the 
birds of the air, and whom he has established as ruler over them all - you 
are the head of gold. After you shall arise another kingdom, inferior to 
yours, and yet a third kingdom of bronze will arise, which shall rule over 
the whole earth. And there shall be a fourth kingdom, strong as iron; just 
as iron crushes and smashes everything, it shall crush and shatter all these. 
As you saw the feet and toes partly of potter‘s clay and partly of iron, it 
shall be a divided kingdom; but some of the strength of iron shall be in it, as 
you saw the iron mixed with the clay. As the toes of the feet were part iron 
and part clay, so the kingdom shall be partly strong and partly brittle. As 
you saw the iron mixed with clay, so will they mix one another in marriage, 
but they will not hold together, just as iron does not mix with clay. And 

in the days of those kings the God of heaven will set up a kingdom that 
shall never be destroyed, nor shall this kingdom be left to another people. 

It shall crush all these kingdoms and bring them to an end, and it shall 
stand forever; just as you saw that a stone was cut from the mountain not 
by hands, and that it crushed the iron, the bronze, the clay, the silver, and 
the gold. The great God has informed the king what shall be hereafter. The 
dream is certain, and its interpretation trustworthy.” Daniel 2:31-45 


The head of the statue which the king saw was of gold. Gold means 
something precious and positive, but in the Zohar it is connected with 
forces of uncleanness: “And it is by extension that those darknesses 
existed which were used in Egypt, as it is written “They could not see one 
another, and no one rose from his place for three days” Exodus 10:23, and 
it is written “the darkness could be felt” (ibid. 21). This extension spread 
in a number of different ways, one without the other. In this extension 

a brightness emerged (here begins an account of how the evil (the other 
side) was constructed on the pattern of the image that Nebuchadnezzar 
saw (Daniel 2:32-33) the image of “worthless man,” which contrasts with 
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the description of Man), the world of the sefirot.) colored with gold, and 
this is reddish gold. This brightness spread and covered the darkness of 
the head (As the brightness spread there was a flash of gold that fashioned 
a head of gold (Daniel 2:32) in the darkness. This head parallels the three 
upper sefirot), and this is gold in which darkness is included.” 


‘The kabbalistic interpretation of the golden head is interesting. The 
traditional Bible interpretation sees the historical aspects of this passage: 


The dream of Nebuchadnezzar is depicted as dealing with a succession of 
empires through the symbolism of an image which embraces a number 

of different metals. The golden head stands for Babylon, the silver for the 
Medes, the bronze for Persia and the iron for Greece, whilst the mingling 
of iron and clay in the feet stands for the division of Alexander’s empire. 
‘The choice of metals suggests a gradual decline, but that is not emphasized 
in the interpretation of the dream. We are concerned not necessarily with 
succeeding epochs, but with a succession of imperial powers. Nor is it clear 
that they came one after another in historical succession. The fact that the 
stone destroys them all (verses 33-4) may point to the empires as almost 
co-existing. What is important for the writer is the eternal kingdom of God 
which is to replace all human principalities and powers. The empires may 
have embraced only a few centuries of human history, but in another sense, 
they represent the entirety of human history. The stone which destroys all 
is a symbol of God‘s judgment which is decisive and final. This is the only 
place in the Old Testament where human history is described in terms of 
ages, symbolized by metals. Some see an Iranian influence, for a writing 
from the ninth century A.D. (containing ancient material) speaks of four 
periods of 1000 years (each symbolized by a metal), following the birth of 
Zoroaster. Others would emphasize a Greek influence, as the Greek poet 
Hesiod, writing in the eighth century B.C., used the same four metals as 
Daniel (gold, silver, bronze and iron) to describe the ages of world history. 
Daniel appears to take over some such material, although he rejects the 
Greek cyclical view of history.”!° 


'™ The Wisdom of the Zohar. An Anthology of Texts. Arranged by Fischel Lachower and Isaiah Tishby. 
‘Translated from the Hebrew by David Goldstein. Oxford, Portland, Oregon 1989: The Littman 
Library of Jewish Civilization. Vol. II, p. 476 

° ‘The Book of Daniel. Commentary by Raymond Hammer. The Cambridge Bible Commentary on the 
New English Bible. Cambridge and New York 1975: Cambridge University Press, pp. 30-31. 
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IV. Maharal and philosophy 


Even if Maimonides stresses the importance of Abrahams free decision 
to choose God his doctrine is quite different to Maharal*s. Whereas 
Maimonides was the most enthusiastic Jewish philosopher, who embraced 
the philosophy of Aristotle, his concept of nature remains problematical. 
Everything that is transcendent, as for example the parting of the Red 

Sea, is not fully attributed to God but often is interpreted as a mere poetic 
analogy. 


Thus for example Aristotle wrote about the eternity of the world and he 
negated divine providence. But these two negations are contrary to the 
Torah, as well as Aristotle’ s negation of the immortality of the soul. 


Maimonides did not blindly accept everything which Aristotle taught but 
for him the human intellect has to acquire knowledge and thus it becomes 
intellectus agens - active intellect and is the bond between God and the 
human soul. 


The negative theology in Maimonides is the result of his Aristotelian 
stance, as well as the limitation of Providence. 


On the other hand, Maharal follows in the footsteps of the kabbalists, such 
as for example Nahmanides, who taught that wisdom was created before 
everything was created. Nahmanides’s point of view is much closer to 
Maharal's than to the philosophy of Maimonides, one of the reasons being 
Maimonides's negation of all kabbalistic lore. Thus Nahmanides writes “: 
SPIVd 9D TIO? AAW ANDI NN APIA AW) W711 .D7WA IAI NIVDO Wy] 7D 
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Because the world was created through ten Sefirot, this is an allusion to the 
Sephira Wisdom in which lies the foundation of the whole, as it is said: 


“The Lord by wisdom founded the earth.” Proverbs 3:19” 


Whereas Maimonides conceived the world as a certain form of 
“naturalism,” because he states that our intellect is the bond between 
God and ourselves, in Maharal*s writings Nature and the divine are 
in a different fashion. In the latter‘s thought, nature is no longer the 


'86 Nahmanides, Torah Commentary, Genesis (Hebrew) Vol. I. Jerusalem 1963: Mossad Ha Rav Kook, 
p. 11. 
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restrictive framework for the manifestation and perception of the divine. 
We could rather say that reality consists of many different dimensions. On 
the one hand Maharal presents the world of nature, and on the other, the 
world of the divine. The relationship between the Torah and science is in 
Maharal*s way the following: “science (hochmah) presides over the natural 
and the Torah over the supernatural. The Maharal thus categorically 
refused Maimonides'’s parallels between parts of the Torah and parts of 
philosophy.”1°” 


‘Thus we can see a certain form of relationship and difference between the 
two Jewish religious philosophers: “Judah Loew rejects the Aristotelian 
view, which is adumbrated by Maimonides, that intellectual perfection 

is the supreme human goal. In his opinion the study of the Torah and 
observance of its precepts brings man to this goal, and study of the 

‘Torah for its own sake has a metaphysical influence and brings about 
communion with God. The precepts, implemented by means of physical 
actions, are symbols whereby man comes closer to the Creator and 
penetrates to the secrets of the Divine; this is the true purpose of the 
ceremonial precepts.”!5* whereas Maimonides tried to give some logical 
interpretations to the Torah, Maharal rejects this: “He lived in an era of 
the revival of the sciences and displayed some familiarity with scientific 
studies, but the new discoveries did not influence his cosmic outlook. 

He knew about Copernicus but remained faithful to the rabbinic view of 
cosmogony, for, he said, it was received by them from Moses at Sinai who 
received it from God. Who alone can possibly know the truth (Netivot 
Olam, Netiv ha Torah). An echo of the discovery of America also reached 
his ears: “They say that recently a certain place has been found, called by 
them a new world, previously undiscovered” (Nezah Yisrael, chapter 34); 
in consequence he expressed the hope that the ten tribes too would one 
day be discovered ina country still unknown to us. He drew his scientific 
explanations, generally speaking, from Aristotle’s natural philosophy 
which was generally accepted in the Middle Ages, and his psychological 
outlook was chiefly Platonic, with the addition of Aristotelian and other 
elements. He also took from Plato the division of people into three classes: 
philosophers(= Talmudic scholars), watchmen (= those who observed 
precepts), and breadwinners (= merchants). Although the spirit of the 


\ ‘Thierry Alcoloumbre, Maimonides’ Impact on the Thought of the Maharal of Prague: Change or 
continuity? 

'’ Encyclopedia Judaica. Detroit 2007: Macmillan Reference USA, Vol. 11. Judah Loew (Liwa) ben 
Bezalel, p. 507. 
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Renaissance and of humanism reached him, he remained fundamentally 
anchored to the outlooks in the Middle Ages.”15? 


Here we can see that Maharal, like most other thinkers of his time, 
accepted the Aristotelian and Platonic models. But he put new emphasis, 


sola by the fact that he stresses the relationship between God and 
srael, 


V. The most beautiful poems of Maharal 


We unfortunately do not know if Maharal composed poetry, but we know 
for sure that he composed ‘one poem which is scattered in his masterpiece, 
the “Well of Exile”: Here he speaks in poetic language about the refreshing 


water for refreshment: in the beginning, I will show the first well of 
Maharal: 


WIT? OD WRIT WA 
.Owinnan aw wnnpn 
own dwn Yon pA 
DWP ONIN OINT-o Dw 
.DWIN VA] VAD OXI 
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The First Well 


The first well is full of sacred water, 
Dug by princes and 
The wisest workers 


Its waters are pure, without any abominable filth, 
Preserving man from deadly illnesses; 

They give out health 

They wash every wound 

They bring strength 

They give vigor back to the feeble. 

Parted out of the well, they separate, 

Forming four currents of water. 


89 Thid., p. 507. 
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What is here of utmost importance is the very end of the poem, the 
allusion to the Book of Genesis that the water is divided OWN YIN? 
—And a river went out of Eden to water the garden; and from thence 

it was parted, and became four heads. Genesis 2:10. Maharal was well 
aware of this allusion, as were also those who took him as an example: 
‘Judah Loew's writings made a significant impact upon the two major 
trends in the history of Jewish mysticism which flourished after his death: 
Sabbateanism and Hassidism. One may discover Loew’*s influences in the 
writings of Nathan of Gaza, the principal Sabbatean theologian. Nathan's 
idea of salvation by faith rather than by deeds, an atypical notion in the 
history of Jewish messianism, may be traced directly to Loew's treatise 

of messianism, the Nezah Yissrael (chapter 29). After Shabbetai Zevi's 
conversion from Judaism to Islam, Sabbateans called Judah Loew's 

books, searching for some anticipation of their “Messiah’s” unexpected 
conversion. They claimed that Rabbi Loew had cryptically predicted that 
the Messiah would be bound to the world of Islam. More profound and 
direct than his influence on Sabbateanism was Judah Loew*s impact upon 
Hassidism.”}©° 


| will deal now with Hassidism. The founder of Hassidism, Baal Shem Tov, 
says about the Messiah: 


“The revelation of the Messiah is the issue of putting an issue from idea 
into action and this has two aspects: “Mainly, the Messiah will reveal 
refinements, which were not revealed yet. He will join the spiritual 

issue with the word with vehemence. See, the Holy One, blessed-be He, 
observed the night and created the universe. Concerning the refinements 
that the Torah puts in front of our eyes, there is the matter of bringing 

a thing from potency into act. But the refinements which did not join 

this were not revealed and are still hidden. And the Messiah will come to 
reveal the things that were not revealed yet, he will reveal with force the 
mysteries that were not transferred from possibility into action. And the 
Messiah will bring these refinements into action. There are two aspects 
of bringing a matter with force into activity. There are those which stay 
only in the thought, and there are also the refinements that he will make. 
Basically, during thousands of years there were transformed many of the 
refinements of the Torah into action. But the refinements which will reveal 
the Messiah, he will reveal their absolute concentration with force and 


Byron L. Sherwin, Mystical Theology and Social Dissent, op. cit., p. 52. 
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with wisdom. And this is the immanence of the allusion of the mysteries 
that will reveal the Messiah.”!*! 


According to the Habad Hassidism, man relates to two contradictory facets 
of the divinity, the Ayin - the nothingness, and the Yesh, the spiritual and 
material universe: “Man embodies the processes, by nature of his very 
being, a divine soul, which is confined within physical limitations, and 
also a bestial soul, which derives from a divine source. Man‘s ultimate aim 
is to perceive the dual existence of his essential being, which. reflects the 
two aspects of the divine being, and through this perception, to fulfill its 
ambivalence. Man’s relation with the Ayin- the divine nothingness and 
his contemplation of the true essence of the Yesh - the divine presence 

~ require him to perform a twofold act of worship as ratso va shov or 

ascent and descent, which actualizes his heavenly and earthly existence 
simultaneously, in relation to its divine source.” 


The teaching of the two souls in man is even older than Hassidism, it 

goes back to the Lurianic Kabbalah: “ °) 9Y piym TDN sO TO? PT 
ONW? wer 9997 [a"p C2 YW nya] aAwItPA wa ADI wT bon on IIA 
OTN NWSI Nw JAW ON wy IN MAW) NDT Nawl nw W? VWI ARN) PTs TN 
O72 Wan Wan WdI Dd 2N731 4130 Nn --The righteous is the 
foundation of the world - Proverbs 10: 25...Rabbi Hayim Vital wrote in 
Sha‘ar ha-Kedushah (and in Etz Chayim, Portal 50, chapter 2) that in every 
Jew, whether righteous or wicked, there are two souls, as it is written, “The 
souls which I have made” - Isaiah 57:16 [alluding to] two souls. There is one 
soul which originates in the kelipah [the shell] and sitra achra [the other - 
bad side - which means the evil side], and which is clothed in the blood of 
the human being, giving life to the body, as it is written, “For the life of the 
body is in the blood.” Leviticus 17:11.” 


Rabbinic Judaism teaches that in every human being is 2107 7¥?--(yetzer ha 
tov) -the good impulse, and also y77_ 1¥°--(yetzer harah)--the inclination 
to evil Y97 1X° which are inextricably intertwined in the soul of man: This 
may be compared to the case of a king who had an orchard containing 
excellent early figs, and he placed there two watchmen, one lame and the 
other blind. He said to them: “Be careful with these fine early figs.” After 


‘*! Tthamar Schwartz, The Book of Baal Shem Tov on the Torah. (Hebrew) With the commentary “I will 
build a Sanctuary in my Heart. Jerusalem 2007, p. 10. 

‘2 Rachel Elior, The Paradoxical Ascent to God. The Kabbalistic Theosophy of Habad Hassidism. Translated 
from the Hebrew by Jeffrey M. Green. New York 1993: State University of New York Press, p. 44. 

*3 Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Liady, Likkutei Amaraim - Tanya. Bilingual, Hebrew-English Edition. 
New York 2009: Kehot Publishing Society, p. 10. 
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some days the lame man said to the blind one: “I see fine early figs in the 
orchard.” Said the blind man to him: “Come let us eat them.” “Am I able to 
walk?” said the lame man. “Can I then see?” retorted the blind man. The 
lame man got astride the blind man, and thus they ate the early figs and sat 
down again each in his place. 


After some days the king came into that vineyard and said to them: “Where 
are the fine figs?” The blind man replied: “My lord, the king, can I see?’ ‘The 
lame man replied: “My lord the king, can I then walk?” What did the king, 
who was a man of insight, do with them? He placed the lame man astride 
the blind man, and they began to move about. Said the king to them: “Thus 
have you done, and eaten the early figs.” 


Even so will the Holy One, blessed be God, in the time to come, say to 

the soul: “Why have you sinned before Me?” and the soul will answer: 

“O Master of the universe, it is not I that sinned, but the body it is that 
sinned. Why, since leaving it, 1am like a clean bird flying throughout the 
air. As for me, how have I sinned?” God will also say to the body: “Why have 
you sinned before Me?” and the body will reply: “O Master of the universe, 
it is not I that have sinned, the soul it is that has sinned. Why, since it left 
me, Iam cast about like a stone upon the ground. Have I then sinned before 
You?” 


What will the Holy One, blessed be God, do to them? God will bring the soul 
and force it into the body, and judge them both as one.’ 


‘Thus traditional rabbinical Judaism teaches that man has good and bad 
impulses, but the Kabbalah teaches that there are two souls in man, one 
is vegetative and animal and the second is divine. The goal of the most 
widespread Hassidic movement, the Habad, can be described as: 


“the worship of God that relates to the divine will to be revealed in the 
Yesh (which in Hebrew means literally, “there is”) and to concretize itself 
in reality, is called hamshakhah vegilui (in-drawing and manifestation). 
‘This is effected by means of the Torah and the commandments, which 
help one “draw” the divine presence into details of reality and manifest 

it in the depths of the Yesh (there is). The worship of God that relates to 
the divine will to annihilate itself is called bittul ha-Yesh (the nullification 
of existence), hitkalekut (inclusion within the divinity), and devekut 
(attachment and cleaving); and it is carried out through prayer and 


'l Leviticus Rabbah 4:5 
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spiritual concentration, “elevating the divine presence to its source and 
instigating its incorporation in the depth of the Ayin.”!© 


The goal of this article is to show the theology of Maharal and his 
influence. The first stanza of the poem of the Well of Exile ends, 

OWN YINN? 77” OWN ---and from hence it was parted and become 
four heads. Thus I tried to show the influence of Maharal on Hassidic 
philosophy. The Well of Exile. The Jews are in exile - and this exile is the 
fact that they feel lonely and abandoned by God. 


We have to depart from the Jewish perspective that we live in exile, in an 
unredeemed world. Thus the forces of impurity have a great influence on 
us. What Maharal proposes in his Well of Exile is to give a drink of pure 
water to the exiled Jew. The exile is pitiless and bitter and the waiting for 
the Messiah is long. Many have given up hope. But the Jews who were in 
the concentration camps still had one hope, which is expressed in the book 
of Daniel: 


oy) anion pox Yannn x? psy? 7 Don ww ASN OP? PIX Non OT PAPAYA 
yo? DPN wT NID PX YD AON PIN panwn xX» ANN 


~ And in the days of those kings the God of heaven will set up a kingdom 
that shall never be destroyed, nor shall this kingdom be left to another 
people. It shall crush all these kingdoms and bring them to an end, and it 
shall stand forever. Daniel 2:44 


This verse shows that God will establish at the end of human history 

the messianic kingdom: “In verse 44f, Daniel reaches the climax of his 
interpretation of the kings dream. Just as the mysterious stone that 
smashed the tile feet of the statue caused the whole statue to tumble 

down and be reduced to dust, which the wind carried away, while the 
stone itself grew into a mountain that filled the whole earth, so the God of 
Israel will annihilate the kingdoms of men and in their place establish his 
own universal kingdom. Whereas the pagan kingdoms of the world are 
man-made affairs and thus, like all the works of man, pass away, the new 
eschatological kingdom is the work of God - no human hand carves out the 
mysterious stone - and therefore it “will stand forever.” That this is done by 
the “God of heaven” does not mean that the new kingdom will be in heaven; 
rather, it isa kingdom on earth and indeed coextensive with the earth: the 
stone grew “and filled all the earth” (vs. 35c; cf. Isaiah 11:9: “The earth shall 


* Rachel Elior, The Paradoxical Ascent to God, op. cit., p. 44. 
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he filled with the knowledge of the Lord“). For the concept of “the great 
mountain” that the stone became, cf. Isaiah 2:2 (= Micah 4:1): “In days to 


come the mountain of the Lord’s house shall be established as the highest 


mountain.”’!6 


Whereas the Nazis thought that Hitler’s Reich will endure for one 
thousand years, it collapsed together with Hitler’s suicide in Berlin 

after 12 years. Whereas he managed to kill the majority of the Jews in 
Europe, they still hoped for this kingdom, “which is the purpose of the 
divine redemption of the world. Even if this heavenly kingdom was 
invisible during the rule of the world powers, there was the holy remnant 
of the coming power of this kingdom, which beat and struck the great 
superpowers.”!°” 


Biblical scholars cannot say with certainty when exactly the book of Daniel 
was written. But one thing is certain. These chapters were written most 
probably in days of great crisis. There are still disputes over when the book 
of Daniel was written, one opinion connects it to the Qumran sect, In 
particular, attention has turned to the origin of the community of Qumran 
covenantors” actually originate from an apocalyptic movement (sometimes 
termed “ pre-Essene”) whose adherents produced writings such as Daniel, 
jJubilees, and some other Enochic literature?”’! The greatest crisis in the 
history of the Jewish people was the Holocaust. But even here, in the midst 
of people being burned to death, people loved each other. 


Tadeusz Borowski 
‘The Sun of Auschwitz! 


You remember the sun of Auschwitz 

And the green of the distant meadows, lightly 
Lifted to the clouds, 

But seagreen white. Together 

We stood looking into the distance and felt 


“ ‘The Book of Daniel. A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary by Louis F. Hartman 
ind Alexandra A. Di. Lella. New York 1977: Doubleday, p. 149. 
Jakob Kroeker, Daniel. Staatsmann und Prophet. Giessen and Basel 1957: Brunnen Verlag, Pp. 84 . 

‘ Loren T. Stuckenbruck, Daniel and Early Enoch Traditions in the Dead Sea Scroll, PP 368-387. In: 
john J. Collins and Peter W. Flint (editors), The Book of Daniel. Composition and Reception. Boston a1 id 
\.eiden 2002: Brill Academic Publishers. Vol. II, p. 369. Weal 

Holocaust Poetry. Compiled and introduced by Hilda Schiff. New York 1995: St Martin's Press, 
». 119. The poem “The Sun of Auschwitz” was translated by Tadeusz Piéro. 
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The far away green of the meadows and the clouds* 
Seagreen white within us, 

As if the color of the distant meadows 

Were our blood or the pulse 

Beating within us, as if the world 

Existed only through us and nothing changed 
As long as we were there. I remember 

Your smile as elusive 

Asa shade of the color of the wind, 

A leaf trembling on the edge 

Of sun and shadow, fleeting 

Yet always there. So you are 

For me today, in the seagreen 

Sky, the greenery and 

The leaf-rustling wind. I feel 

You in every shadow, every movement, 

And you put the world around me 

Like your arms. I feel the world 

As your body, you look into my eyes 

And call me with the whole world. 


Of course the Holocaust was the worst tragedy in the history of the Jewish 
nation. But even here, in the utmost form of the exile, the Jews did not 
forget to love, as the above mentioned poem shows. 


The second Well 
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The second well is of pure waters, with transparent waves, 
They seem at first sight to be muddy, as they plunge into the 
crystal-clear and neat waters, 

They are separated from any mixture, 

When they plough the depths of foreign waters, 

They give knowledge to the simple and uncanny, 
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And they burn and are beautiful, 
To the heart and illuminated eyes.'”” 


Close to where I live in Prague there was five years ago an exhibition called 
“| still see their faces.” It was an exhibition that showed the faces of Polish 
jews before World War II. The most poignant philosophical text to the face 
is given by Emmanuel Levinas: 


“The face resists possession, resists my powers. In its epiphany, in 
expression, the sensible, still graspable, turns into total resistance to the 
grasp. This mutation can occur only by the opening of a new dimension. 

For the resistance to the grasp is not produced as an insurmountable Hand 
come to naught, like the remoteness of a star in the immensity of space. The 
expression the face introduces into the world does not defy the feebleness 
of my powers, but my ability to power. The face, still a thing among 

things, breaks through the form that nevertheless delimits it. This means 
concretely: the face speaks to me and thereby invites me to a relation 
incommensurate with a power exercised, be it enjoyment or knowledge. 


And yet this new dimension opens in the sensible appearance of the | 
face. The permanent openness of the contours of its forms in expression 
imprisons this openness which breaks up form in a caricature. The face 
at the limit of holiness and caricature is thus still in a sense exposed to 
powers. Ina sense only: the depth that opens in this sensibility modifies 


ihe very nature of power, which henceforth can no longer take, but can kill. 


Murder still aims as a sensible datum, and yet it finds itself before a datum 
whose being cannot be suspended by an appropriation. It finds itself 

before a datum absolutely non-neutralizable. The “negation” effected by 
appropriation and usage remained always partial. The grasp, that contests 
the independence of things preserves it “for me.” Neither the destruction 
of things, nor the hunt, nor the extermination of living beings aims at the 
face, which is not of the world.”!7! 


Murdering the other is (not only) according to Levinas the greatest 
negativity, the greatest sin. I think that a song, a poem, will express this 
better than difficult theological or philosophical statements: 


 Maharal, Beer ha gola - Well of Exile. Op. cit., p. 22. } 
' Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity. An essay of exteriority. Translated from the French by 
\lphonso Lingis. Duquesne University Press 1969, pp. 197-198. 


Tr 


106 | Reflections on Jewish Mysticism 


Chava Alberstein 
You are a Miracle!” 


Each moment we live is new 

Each moment we live has no equal in the universe. 
There has never been such a moment and never will be. 
And what do we teach our children at school? 

We teach them that two and two is four, 

And that Paris is the capital of France... 

When will we teach them what they are. 

We must say to every one of them: 

Do you know what you are? You are a Miracle! 

In the whole world there is not 

Exactly one child like you. 

You are a Miracle, You are one of a kind. 

And take a look at your body - What a Miracle it is. 
Your feet, your hands, your quick fingers. 

The way in which you move - 

You are a Miracle! You might turn out like Shakespeare, 
Michelangelo, Beethoven - You are a Miracle! 

In you lies the ability to do everything. 

Yes, you are a miracle. 

And when you grow up - 

Can you then hurt another man who like you is a Miracle? 
You must cherish each other. You must work 

To make this world of ours worthy of our children. 
Loving your country is a natural thing, 

Why does love end at the border? 


We have to love the other. This is in fact the basic biblical commandment 
after the love for God. 


We have to learn his otherness. Levinas puts it in these words: 


“Transcendence is passing over to being’ s other, otherwise than being. 
Not to be otherwise, but otherwise than being. And not to not-be; passing 
over is not here equivalent to dying. Being and not-being illuminate one 
another, and unfold a speculative dialectic which is a determination of 
being. Or else the negativity which attempts to repel being is immediately 


'? Crazy Flower, Aviv Production: London, 1998; a music CD by Chava Alberstein. 
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filled with the mute and anonymous rustling of there is,!” as the place left 
vacant by one who died is filled with the murmur of the attendants. Being*s 
essence dominates not-being itself. My death is insignificant - unless I drag 
into my death the totality of being, as Macbeth wished, at the hour of his 
last combat. But then mortal being, or life, would be insignificant and 
ridiculous even in the “irony with regard to oneself” to which it could in 


fact be likened. 


To be or not to be is not the question where transcendence is concerned. 
The statement of being’s other, of the otherwise than being, claims to state 
a difference over and beyond that which separates being from nothingness 
- the very difference of the beyond, the difference of transcendence.””* 


What Levinas wants to point out is that philosophy from ancient Greece up 
to modern Germany including the philosopher Heidegger was in the prison 
of being. But Levinas demonstrated in his works, that being is a certain 
form of the people and human society becoming depersonalized. That is 
why he stressed that not the Heidegerrian Dasein, (being) - but the létre 
pour autrui - being for the other is important. 


The Third Well 
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The third well is of gentle water, 

A taste more delectable than honeycombs, 

It is a delight for the eyes and hearts of those who desire it. 
It is pure, tested and seven times filtered. 

Healthy for the hearing and fortifying for reason, 

More pleasant to the sight than old wine, 

For God and just men, it is a joy. 


‘3 The reader will know how Levinas understands “there is” on pages 47-48. 
‘4 Emmanuel Levinas, Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence, op. cit., p. 3. 
‘5 Maharal, Ber ha Gola (Hebrew) The Well of Exile. Op. cit., p. 40. 
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When will the Messiah come? Will he be a political Messiah and change the 
injustice in the world? It is interesting that for Maharal, “It is interesting 
and full of meaning for our purposes that the description of the personality 
of the Messiah occupies a very restricted space in studies on the Messiah 
undertaken by Maharal. Not only do we not find any precise information 
on the person of the redeemer, but even his role is only hinted at by 
allusion and only analyzed in his great lines”!”°. 


This of course makes the Maharal and his thinking very different from 
Isaac Luria. Some Hassidic masters who lived in recent times think that the 
Messiah actually came. Rabbi Menahem Mendel Schneerson (1902-1994), 
was the seventh and most probably last Rabbi of the famous Habad- 
Lubavitch dynasty, and he had an enormous influence on Jewish life in 

the whole world. He was a radical messianic visionary who promoted the 
messianic idea in Judaism: 


“Often referring to the teaching of his father-in-law, Schneerson likewise 
affirmed that the Messiah for whom we are waiting is actually waiting 

for us, as he has already come, standing behind the wall, and all that is 
required to apprehend his occluded presence is a new way of seeing and 

a new way of hearing occasioned by each Jew truly repenting, a “polishing 
of the buttons” on their uniforms, according to the military image deployed 
by the sixth Rebbe in his talk on Simhat Torah 5869 (October 7, 1928) and 
repeated regularly by the seventh Rebbe.”!”” 


This is of course a revolutionary point of view in Judaism. Not only in the 
time of Maharal, but in the whole history of the Jewish people the Jews 
waited for the Messiah. The main task of Israel and the entire humankind 
was to be prepared, “The description of the change which will come about 
in the universe at the time of the Messiah, and above all the idea that 
redemption can only take place in the context of the maturity of creation 
in its total fulfillment, form the central axis on which Jewish Messianism 
has been developed. In this perspective, the whole weight of the argument 
rests on the nature of change to intervene it, and all effort at understanding 
it consists in detaching the sense of orientation from a creation which must 
end in redemption by the Messiah. The personality of the Messiah, even 

his role, is not decisive; the coming of the Messiah is only the sign that the 
world has reached its maturity. No doubt, the presence of the redeemer 


7° Benjamin Gross, Le messianisme juif dans la pensée du Maharal de Prague. Op. cit., p. 123. 
”” Elliot R. Wolfson, Open Secret. Postmessianic Messianism and the Mystical Revision of Menahem 
Mendel Schneerson. New York 2009: Columbia University Press, p. 287. 
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will introduce a new era for humanity, but his arrival will sls rather less 
. . 17; 
a halt to history than a completion of the work of creation. 


Most of the Jews do not wait for the Messiah but for the messianic era, 
without wars and strife. This time will be a time when the persecution of 
(not only) the Jewish people, but of all the persecuted will come to an end. 
The Rabbis developed many ideas about the Messiah, most of them are in 
the Talmudic tractate Sanhedrin. Emmanuel Levinas interprets them, not 
without a certain irony: 


“There is no other difference between the Messianic era and this present 
world than the end of violence and political oppression, because it is stated 
in the Bible (Deuteronomy 15:11) “The poor will not disappear from the 
earth”. It is evidently impossible to lend to a doctor of the Talmud the ! 
opinion the characteristic of which we have just described and according to 
which the members of the Messianic society can indulge in social injustice. 
In the text from Deuteronomy quoted by Shmuel, there is, not far from 
the verse (Deuteronomy 15:4) which says “May there be no poor among 
us”, of which Shmuel can not have been unaware, His opinion therefore 
has to have a totally different meaning: does the disagreement between 
Rabbi Yochanan and Shmuel not positively refer to the Messianic era? For 
Rabbi Yochanan, the Messianic era resolves all political contradictions and 
puts an end to economic inequalities and so inaugurates an inalienable 
contemplative or active life, perhaps absolute knowledge or artistic action 
or friendship; in any case, a life above politics or society which are from 
now on rendered innocuous. From then on, Shmuel s position takes on its 
full strength: for him, the spiritual life, as such, remains inseparable from 
economic solidarity with others - giving is in some way the original mover 
of the spiritual life; the Messianic coming would not know how to wide 
it. It only allows the full flowering and the greatest purity, and the greates 
joys to counteract the political violence which falsifies giving. Itis not | 
a case of the poor having to subsist so that the rich could have est 
joy to nourish them. We have to think of amore radical way; the ot ACL 
always a poor person, poverty defines him in terms of the other, a the 
relationship with the other will always remain an offering and es : never 
approaching empty-handed. The spiritual life is ae oni | the life o 
morality and its preferred location is in economics. 


a 95 
Benjamin Gross, Le messianisme juif dans la pensée du Maharal de Prague. Op. cit., pp. a et 
'” Emmanuel Levinas, Difficile Liberté. Paris 1994: Série Biblio-essais. Fata Morgana, pp. 9 ‘ 
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Evidently, in Levinas*s understanding the other is towards me in the 
position of a poor person and I have to have in Levinas’s concept the 
delectable taste of the third well of Maharal*s poem: to give bread and 
water to the poor. 


The Fourth Well 


WOW IN 179 VT ,O-N oO vat Nan 
OP YAN? PAD .oOnwA 

OYA TIVA OXY .py www x 
OPMVAY DPPW OID WR .o-N 
wWaAWD OW aya 

O72 


The fourth well, O living waters, 

That flow down from the treasure of heaven. 
And no hands have profaned them at the well. 
No eyes have reigned over them. 

Thus they come from the Eden 

And emanate many waters. 

They have the semblance of a mirror, 

As in the days of old, they are purely refined, 
O, you, seven wells! 

You are shining and lucent 

Like the Sun 

In the afternoon. 


The following continuation of the fourth well is formed in an acrostic 
where the name of Rabbi Loew emerges, Yehuda ben Betzalel: 


-M2IN NPI WIA w? 
.MD yA I-17 7A 

.MD81 TIN JN. amnwsy) om») DAA 
MDa wII7 YY MWY? NwP ODT 
MDI ATI Av pynD ooMIA 


There is a word that hurts like a piercing of the sword. 
O, these cranky words, hungry for quarrel. 


**° Maharal, Ber ha Gola (The Well of Exile). Op. cit., p. 49. 
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They widely open their mouth, and their tongues stand like 
a sharp-edged sword. 
Their speech is friendly but at the same time they bend the bow to shoot. 


They flow down from the well of life, from the river that flows in the 
streets. 


These words in Hebrew form the name of Rabbi Loew - Judah. 


SMDyEn AYA MID AN MN} 
smanywi 2p pyd OVA ORY 


‘They overwhelm you with the spirit of wisdom and with the spirit of 
understanding out of which they are hewn. 


‘The initial letters of this part of the poem are }2—(ben) - the son of which is 
usual in Jewish names - usually there is mentioned the name of the father: 


smavina Sn mian nian? aa 
mawy oy m2 DINAN oars 
smaaoa ovo nian an? 

sma new MP? NS 

SDINDD OND ON OF APR? 


Built for prayer, they were carved in the shape of the Temple. 

They were refined and tested and on them hovers the spirit of the world. 
The good hearts are dining sweet bread. 

This is the precious language of sweet honey. 

All find eternal life, which is curing suffering and affliction. 


The last stanza of the acrostic is the name 7882 the biblical name Bezalel. 
‘This is the name of two individuals in the Hebrew Bible. Bezalel may mean 
“in the shadow (protection) of El - (God), “consisting of the preposition b 
prefixed to the construct sl and ’I”!*" 


‘Thus Rabbi Loew, and especially the book the Well of Exile, was a certain 
form of shadow under the wings of the Shekhinah - the Divine Presence. 


People usually like to listen to music. Classical music gives calm and 
tranquility to the heart. When I do some philosophical work or when 
[ write, I listen to Mozart's Eine kleine Nachtmusik - (A Little Night Music). 


8! MM. Noth 1928 Die israelitischen Personennamen. BWANT3/10. Stuttgart. Reprint Hildesheim 1966. 
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This music is so calm and so harmonious and has such a pleasant rhythm: 


“Rhythm is basic to life. We see it in the cycle of night and day, the four 
seasons, the rise and fall of tides. More personally, we feel rhythm as we 
breathe. We find it in our heartbeat and in our walking. 


‘The essence of rhythm is a recurring pattern of tension and release, of 
expectation and fulfillment. This rhythmic alteration seems to pervade the 
flow of time. Time, as we live it, has fantastic diversity; each hour has sixt 
minutes, but how different one hour may seem from another!”!®2 q 


Nearly every cultural man and woman likes fine art and music. The 
philosopher Emmanuel Levinas liked to read Russian classical literature 
especially Dostoevsky, and he had also a taste for music. The French words 
ily a which in English mean, ,,there is“ or ,there are,“ have the German 
equivalent in the word Dasein and in the philosophical language the 


leitmotif of Martin Heidegger, who during the World War II was a fervent 
Nazi and admirer of Hitler.'®* 


Levinas writes about artistic experience: 


Sensation and the esthetic effect thus produce things in themselves, but 
not as objects of a higher power; in sidestepping all objects, they gpa upon 
anew element foreign to the distinction of a “without” from a “within,” 
eluding even the category of the substantive...Moreover, the very fact that 
a painting extracts and sets aside a piece of the universe and brings about 
in an inwardness, the coexistence of worlds that are mutually alien and 
impenetrable, has already a positive esthetic function. The limitation at 
work in a painting, due to the material necessity of making something 
limited, constitutes a positive condition for the esthetic, in the abstract and 
abrupt lines ofits limits. Such are the undifferential blocks from which 
Rodin‘s statues emerge. Reality is posited in them in its exotic nakedness 
as a worldless reality, arising from a shattered world. 


Effects of the same kind are obtained in cinema with close-ups. Their 
interest does not only lie in that they can show details; they stop the action 
in which a particular is bound up with a whole, and let it exist apart. The 
let it manifest its particular and absurd nature which the camera peed 


ms ee aed, Music. An Appreciation. New York 1976: Mc Graw-Hill, Inc, p.37 
eter Kemper, Martin Heidegger - Faszination und Erschrecken. Die poli ische Dimension ef 
: : : olitische D 
Philosophie. Frankfurt and New York 1990: Campus. See pp. 30-51 ; fe hes aie 
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ina normally unexpected perspective - in a shoulder line to which the 
close-up gives hallucinatory dimensions, laying bare what the visible 
universe and the play of its normal proportion tone down and conceal. 


But the exotic reality of art which, though no longer objective, does 

not refer to our inwardness, appears in its turn as the covering of an 
inwardness. It is first the very inwardness of things, which in artwork 
acquires personality. A still life, a landscape, and a fortiori a portrait have 
their own inner life which their material covering expresses. A landscape 
is, as we say, a state of mind. But apart from this soul of objects, an artwork 
as a whole expresses what we call the world of the artist.” 


Emmanuel Levinas shows here the artistic experience. This experience is 
in the domain of the art, which presents itself as a gift to man. The main 
thing Levinas wants to point to is in the presence of the art, rather than 

a static being - in his word - rather than the idolatry of “there is”. I would 
like to further present his ideas: 


The investigations of modern painting in their protest against realism 
come from this feeling of the end of the world and of the destruction of 
representation which it makes possible. The meaning of the liberties 

a painter takes with nature is not correctly appreciated when they are 
taken to proceed from the creative imagination or from the subjectivity of 
the artist. This subjectivity could be sincere only if it no longer claims to 

be a vision. Paradoxical as it may seem, painting is a struggle with sight. 
Sight seeks to draw out of the lights a being integrated into a whole. To 
look is to be able to describe curves, to sketch out wholes in which the 
particular comes to appear by abdicating its particularity. In contemporary 
painting things no longer count as elements ofa universal order which the 
look would give itself, as a perspective. On all sides fissures appear in the 
continuity of the universe. The particular stands out in the nakedness of its 


being. 


In the representation of matter by modern painting this deformation, that 
is, this laying bare, of the world is brought about ina particularly striking 
way. The breakup of continuity even on the surface of things, the presence 
of broken lines, the scorning of perspective and of the “real” proportions 
between things, indicate a revolt against the continuity of curves. From 

a space without horizons, things break away and are cast towards us like 


‘84 Emmanuel Levinas, Existence and Existents. Translated from the French by A. Lingis. Boston and 
‘The Hague 1978: Martinus Nijhoff, pp. 54-55. 
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chunks that have weight in themselves, blocks, cubes, planes, triangles, 
without transition between them. They are naked elements, simple and 
absolute, swelling or abscesses of being. In this falling of things down on us 
objects attest their power as material objects attest their power as material 
objects, even reach a paroxysm of materiality. Despite the rationality and 
luminosity of these forms when taken in themselves, a painting makes 
them exist in themselves, brings about an absolute existence in the very 
fact there is something which is not in its turn an object or a name, which 
is unnamable and can only appear in poetry. Here is a notion of materiality 
which no longer has in common with matter as opposed to thought and 
mind, which fed classical materialism. Matter as defined by mechanistic 
laws which sum up its whole essence and render it intelligible is the 
farthest removed from the materiality in certain forms of modern art. For 
here is materiality in thickness, coarseness, massiveness, wretchedness. 
It is what has consistency, weight, is absurd, is a brutal but impassive 
presence; it is also what is humble, bare and ugly. A material object, in 
being destined for a use, in forming part of setting, is thereby clothed with 
a form which conceals its nakedness. The discovery of the materiality of 
being is not a discovery of a new quality, but of its formless proliferation. 
Behind the luminosity of forms, by which being already to our “inside,” 
matter is the very fact of the there is...”18 


Emmanuel Levinas, Existence and Existents. Op. cit., pp. 56-57. 
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4. Some aspects of the philosophies of 
Heidegger and Levinas 


It was now the eighth day since my breakdown in the desert, and I listened 
to the story of the merchant while drinking the last drop of my water 


supply. 


Well‘ I said to the little prince, they are all very charming, these 
reminiscences of yours. But I have yet to mend my plane, I have nothing left 
to drink, and I too should be happy if I could take my time walking slowly 
towards the nearest fountain of water!’ 


‘My friend the fox - ‘ the little prince began saying. 
‘But my dear fellow, now is too late for foxes! 

‘Why is that?’ da 

‘Because we are about to die of thirst 


He could not follow this reasoning and replied: 
‘It is good to have a friend, even if you are about to die. I for one am very 
happy to have had a fox for a friend.’ 


‘He does not understand the danger,’ I said to myself. He has never been 
hungry or thirsty. A little sunshine is all that he needs. 


But he looked at me and read my thoughts: 
‘Iam thirsty, too.... Let's look for a well. 


I shrugged wearily: it is absurd to go looking for a well, at random in the 
immensity of the desert. Nevertheless we set off. 


After we had walked along in silence for several hours, darkness fell and 
the stars began to light up. I noticed them as ifin a dream, since I was 
slightly feverish with thirst. The little prince‘s words were dancing in my 
head. 


‘So you do get thirsty?’ I asked him. 
But he did not reply. He merely said: 
‘Water may also be good for the heart. 


15 
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I did not understand this, but said nothing. I knew better by now than to 
question him. He was tired. He sat down. I sat down next to him. Then, 
after a silence he spoke again: 


‘The stars are beautiful, because of a flower that cannot be seen.’ 


I replied, “Yes, that is so’, and watched without saying anything, the folds of 
sand beneath the moonlight. 


“The desert is beautiful,’ he added. 


This was true. I have always loved the desert. You sit down ona sand dune. 
You see nothing. You hear nothing. Yet all the time something is radiating 
through the silence. 


‘What makes the desert beautiful,’ said the little prince, ‘is that somewhere 
it is hiding a well.’ 


The cities in which we live nowadays in Europe and North America are 

a new product of ingathering of people from rural areas of the 18 and 

19" centuries. We have everything at our disposal - television, internet, 
fast food, restaurants and if we have enough money we are able to live and 
survive in the city. Meanwhile this new situation brought alienation. There 
is a sense of isolation, powerlessness, and therefore frustration; a feeling of 
loss of control over one’s life, a sense of estrangement from society or even 
from oneself. As a concept it was developed by the German philosophers 
Hegel and Marx. ‘Existentialism, a modern philosophical movement 
originating in the 19" century, embraced a number of philosophical 
positions. Existentialism can be described as a reaction to traditional 
philosophy with its emphasis on the static, the abstract, the objective 

and the purely rational. In its reaction, existentialism emphasizes the 
dynamic, the concrete, the subjective, and the personal. It stresses personal 
involvement and “engagement”, action, choice and commitment and 
regards the actual situation of the existential subject as the starting point 
of thought. Whereas Descartes said COGITO ERGO SUM - I think which is 
why I exist - which means he put into doubt all existence, therefore he has 
the view of the self as a thinking entity, existentialism is concerned with 
the existential subject in its wholeness and concreteness - the willing, 
feeling, thinking person who decides and acts from the limited perspective 
of his particular life situation rather than from some universal vantage 


'*° Antoine de Saint Exupéry, The Little Prince Penguin Books, New York, 1995, pp. 75-76. 
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point provided by reason or history. One of the important naaee 
existentialism was phenomenology, which attempts to understan the 
world and man not through causal formulae and analysis but through 
openness to the whole range of phenomena that are asi: paeont 
asking whether they are “real” in some metaphysical sense. 


We know in Europe immediately if an earthquake happens in Japan or 
Bangladesh, but we do not know who is our neighbor, as one French poet 


says: 


[ never saw my neighbor, 

My prison is Paris, 

My bed, metro, my job, 

Everybody in his or her own ghetto... 


‘The two most prominent philosophers of the 20th century were Heidegger 
and Levinas. 


What is man? A transition, a direction, a storm sweeping over our planet, 
a recurrence or a vexation for the gods? We do not know. Yet we have seen 
that in the essence of this mysterious being, philosophy happens. 


Martin Heidegger 


Whereas Martin Heidegger (1889-1976) in his “Being and Time’ tried to 
uncover the meaning of being, Levinas in his many works tried to show 


ethics firstly as philosophy. 


Heidegger is writing about the necessity, structure and priority of the 
question of Being: 


‘This question has today been forgotten. Even though in our ui nie 
it progressive to give our approval to metaphysics again, itis he ae a 
have been exempted from the exertions of a newly rekindled search £01 
meaning. Yet the question we are touching upon is not just any dest f 
It is one which provided a stimulus for the research of Plato and seal ; e, 
only to subside from then a theme for actual investigation. What these two 


‘8? Encyclopedia Judaica, CD-rom edition 1977 - Maurice Friedman, Existentialism 
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men achieved was to persist through many alterations and ‘retouchings’ 
down to the logic of Hegel.’!88 


Heidegger is pointing to the fact that in the whole history of philosophy as 
Rosenzweig would say - from Iona to Jena (from ancient Greece - Greece 
being the oldest philosophizing nation in Europe and Germany the latest) 
the issue of human being and sojourn on earth and quest for meaning was 
never treated properly. His work Being and Time is a breakthrough in 
philosophy because it is trying to uncover the meaning of human life here 
on earth. What is absent, however, is Hebrew thought. Heidegger speaks 
often of Europeans as children of the Greeks, as if the Hebrew Bible - in 
Christian terms - the Old Testament did not exist. He makes wide use of 
Latin and Greek, but he totally neglects the Biblical and Judaic tradition.'® 
This is one of the main reasons why Emmanuel Levinas had a high esteem 
for Heidegger, but in his analysis of Being he went ina different direction 
because of his deep involvement in Jewish life. In spite of this righteous 
critique not only Levinas but also other Jews esteem Heidegger and 
especially Being and Time highly. 


‘It is not surprising that Being and Time should have found its decisive 
theme in Dasein (which means being there) and which is customary not 
to translate in non German discussions on Heidegger. Since man, by the 
inner dynamism of his own nature, is irresistibly driven to search out the 
ultimate ground of his existence, Heidegger reserves Dasein as his chief 
technical term for the distinctively human mode of being. “Dasein”, as 
he says, “is an entity for which, in its Being, that Being is an issue.” And 
thus, as he appears to have felt at the time this book was being written, 
our best path into Being itself is one that leads through those structures 
of existence that belong to the particular being whose unique vocation 

it is to be obsessed with the question concerning what it means to be. In 
short, Dasein, as he was proposing, is the primary datum with which any 
“fundamental ontology” must reckon; and it is the brilliant originality 
with which it probes the essential modes of human being - anxiety, care, 
temporality, the resoluteness with which death is faced, transcendence 


‘88 Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, A translation of Sein und Zeit by John Macquarrie and Edward 
Robinson. Harper San Francisco 2002, p. 2. 

‘® Cf Marlene Zarader, La dette impensee ~ Heidegger and the Hebrew heritage. In this work the 
French author highly esteems Heidegger but shows his lack of involvement of the “two lungs “ by 
which Europe is breathing, Athens and Jerusalem. 
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- that makes Being and Time one of the classic texts in the literature of 
modern Existentialism.’ 


In his later works Heidegger gives great importance to human language 
and poetry. Man, according to Heidegger, lives in a poetic way: Language 
speaks. About what is it speaking? Where do we encounter such speaking? 
Most likely, to be sure, in what is spoken. For here speech has come to 
completion in what is spoken. Speaking is kept safe in what is spoken. 

In what is spoken, speaking gathers the ways in which it persists as well 
as that which persists by it - its persistence, its presencing. But most 
often, and too often, we encounter what is spoken only as the residue of 

a speaking long past. 


If we must, therefore, seek the speaking of language in what is spoken, 

we shall do well to find something that is spoken purely rather than to 
pick just any spoken material at random. What is spoken purely is that in 
which the completion of the speaking that is proper to what is spoken is, 
in its turn, an original. What is spoken purely is a poem. For the moment, 
we must let this statement stand as a bare assertion. We may do so, if we 
succeed in hearing in a poem something that is spoken purely. But what 
poem will speak to us? Here we have only one choice, but one that is 
secured against mere caprice. By what? By what is already told to us as the 
presencing element in language, if we follow in thought the speaking of 
language. Because of this bond between what we think and what we are 
told by language we choose, as something spoken purely, a poem which 
more readily than others can help us in our first steps to discover what is 
binding in that bond. We listen to what is spoken. The poem bears the title: 


A Winter Evening 


Window with falling snow is arrayed, 
Long tolls the vesper bell, 

‘The house is provided well, 

The table is for many laid. 


Wandering ones, more than a few, 
Come to the door on darksome courses. 


' Nathan A. Scott, Jr., Mirrors of Man in Existentialism. Collins. New York. Cleveland. London. 1978, 
pp. 95-96. 


120 | Reflections on Jewish Mysticism 


Golden blooms the tree of graces 
Drawing up the earth's cool dew. 


Wandering quietly steps within. 

Pain has turned the threshold to stone. 
There lie, in limpid brightness shown, 
Upon the table bread and wine. 


The two last verses of the second stanza and the third stanza read in the 
first version (Letter to Karl Kraus, December 13, 1913): 


Love's tender power, full of graces, 
Binds up his wounds anew. 


O man’s naked hurt condign. 
Wrestler with angels mutely held, 
Craves, by holy pain compelled, 
Silently God‘s bread and wine 


(Cf. the new Swiss editi , : 
1946). ss edition of the poems of G. Trakl edited by Kurt Horwitz, 


What is being? ‘1. The state of existing. When did the universe first come 
into being? This rule was brought into being, because the old law was obsolete. 
2. A living thing, esp. a person: a human being - strange beings from outer 
space ~ the supreme being = God. Sentient being = a being with a mind. 3. The 
central qualities or nature of a thing, esp. a living thing: The news shook me 
to the very roots of my being.” 


The German word or philosophical terminus Dasein (being here) is 
translated in English language as existence, living thing, or central 
qualities or nature of a thing. The German philosopher G:W.Hegel (1770- 
1831) was conceived of consciousness and the external object as forming 

a unity in which neither factor can exist independently, mind and nature 
being two abstractions of one invisible whole. He believed development 
took place through dialectic: thesis and anthithesis (contradiction) and 
synthesis, the resolution of contradiction. For Hegel, the task of philosophy 


Martin Heidegger Poetry, Language Thought. Translat d by e 
? a 2 
Wg e€ Albert Hofstadter, Perennial Classics. 
2 Longman Dictionar y of English Lar igquage and Culture with color illustr ations. Longman Group. UK 
Limited Burnt Mill, Harlow, Essex, 1992, p- oF. 
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was to comprehend the rationality of what already exists. His most 
significant work is The Phenomenology of Spirit (1807). He conceived 
Dasein - Being - as ‘unlimited on this side of conscience’. 


Whereas Heidegger understands Dasein - Being as our human existence, 
his contemporary, German philosopher Karl Jaspers (1883-1969), an 
existentialist Christian philosopher, points to a different direction: “The 
comprehensive is either the Being in itself that surrounds us or the Being 


that we are. 


‘The Being that surrounds us, is called Dasein, “being there,” consciousness 
in general, spirit, existence. 


A) The Being that surrounds us. - This being that is, even if we are 
not, and that surrounds us, but that is not ourselves, is of a twofold 
nature: it is the world, that is to say: the being of which one aspect 
of our essence constitutes an infinitesimal part, if the world as 
a whole be considered as something that is not ourselves and in 
which we are immersed. It is transcendence, that is to say: the being 
that is intrinsically different from us, in which we have no part, but 
in which we are rooted and to which we stand ina certain relation. 


1) World: The world as a whole is not an object, but an idea. What 
we know is in the world, but is never the world. 

2) Transcendence: Transcendence is the being that never becomes 
world but that speaks as it were through the being that is in the 
world. There is transcendence only if the world does not consist 
only in itself, is not built upon itself, but points beyond itself. 

If the world is everything, then there is no transcendence. But 
if there is transcendence, perhaps there is something in the 
world’s being that points to it.’1° 


Emmanuel Levinas 


Emmanuel Levinas (1906-1995) is the greatest French Jewish philosopher 
of the twentieth century. He is the greatest Jewish philosopher since 
Maimonides, as the French edition of the Jerusalem Post wrote in his 
obituary of Maimonides (1135-1204) and had one thing in common with 


' Karl Jaspers, The Perennial Scope of Philosophy. Translated By Ralph Manheim. Philosophical 
Library New York. 1949, pp. 12-13. 
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Levinas. The love for the divine word. He wrote in his famous “Thirteen 
Foundations of Faith’: “The eighth foundation is the belief in the divine 
origin of the text of the Torah; that is to say: the whole of the Torah that we 
now possess - in its present version, given through Moses our Master - is 
entirely from the mouth of the Gevurah, that is to say, that it came wholly 
from God by a means that we call metaphorically divine speech (Dibbur).!% 
He not only knew the history of philosophy - maybe Rosenzweig is 

as important as Levinas - but his illness and death at the age of forty 

three prevented him from developing more ideas started in the Star of 
Redemption. Levinas is thus the most important thinker who not only 

had an immense knowledge of Western philosophy and Rabbinic Judaism, 
but also of World literature - Dostoievski and Shakespeare influenced 

him greatly. Levinas not only writes about philosophy, but also in his 
commentaries on the Talmud shows his new ethics and new philosophy. 
Departing from Heidegger, Levinas became the most influential Jewish 
philosopher in the twentieth century. He was born in Kaunas, Lithuania, 
to Jewish parents. He moved to France in 1923, and, between the years 
1928 and 1929, resided in Germany where he studied under Husserl and 
Heidegger. Levinas published his first book The Theory of Intuition in 
Husserl, in 1930, and became influential in France for his translations of 
Husserl and Heidegger into French. During WWII he was a prisoner of war 
in Germany and after the defeat of Germany he rejoined his wife in Paris. 
After he knew that all members of his family in Lithuania were murdered 
by the Nazis, he made a vow never again to step on German soil. 


In the late 1950*s and early 1960°s, Levinas began to formulate his own 
philosophy which became increasingly critical of Heidegger's philosophy, 
and with his critique of prior phenomenological thinkers and Western 
philosophy in general, Levinas began to assert the primacy of the ethical 
relationship with the Other:” I am responsible for the other without 
waiting for reciprocity, were I to die for it. Reciprocity is his affair. It is 
precisely insofar as the relation between the Other and me is not reciprocal 
that Iam subjected to the Other, and I am “subject” essentially in this sense. 
It is I who support all. .. The I always has one responsibility more than all 
the others.” 


Levinas’s philosophy is directly related to his experiences during World 
War II. While Levinas was forced to perform labor as a prisoner of war, 
his wife and daughter were kept hidden in a French monastery until his 


4 Maimonides, as quoted in Marc-Alain Ouaknin, The Burnt Book: Reading the Torah. Translated by 
Llewelyn Brown. Princeton. Princeton University Press, 1995, pp. 11-12. 
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return. This experience, coupled with Heidegger's affiliation to National 
Socialism during the war, clearly and understandably led to a profound 
crisis in Levinas enthusiasm for Heidegger. “One can forgive many 
Germans,” Levinas once wrote, but there are some Germans it is difficult 
io forgive. It is difficult to forgive Heidegger. “At the same time, Levinas felt 
that Heidegger could not simply be forgotten, but must be gotten beyond. 
if Heidegger is concerned with Being, Levinas is concerned with ethics, 

for Levinas, is beyond being - Otherwise than Being. Not all Jews were 
however as critical as Levinas. Hanna Arendt, a very important American 
jewish sociologist, was befriended by Heidegger and admired his work 
before and after World War II. : “The wind that blows through Heidegger's 
thinking - like that which still sweeps towards us after thousands of years 
from the works of Plato - does not spring from the century he happens to 
live in. It comes from the primeval, and what it leaves behind is something 
perfect, something which, like everything perfect (in Rilke’s words), falls 
back to where it came from.’ 


In 1969 he wrote his Magnum Opus, Totality and Infinity. “Ethics” in 
Levinas*s sense, does not mean what is typically referred to as “morality,” 
ora code of conduct about how one should act. For Levinas, ethics is into 
the question of the Same: 


“A calling into question of the Same - which cannot occur within the 
egoistic spontaneity of the Same - is brought about by the Other. We 
name this calling into question of my spontaneity by the presence of the 
Other ethics. The strangeness of the Other, his irreducibility to the I, to 
my thoughts and my possessions, is precisely accomplished as a calling 
into question of my spontaneity as ethics. Metaphysics, transcendence, 
the welcoming of the Other by the Same, of the Other by Me, is concretely 
produced as the critical essence of knowledge.”!*° 


‘There is one main difference between the two thinkers. Heidegger was 
raised as a Catholic but with the rise of National Socialism he refused to 
baptize his son, because the Nazi regime was not only against Jews but 
also against Christians. The fact that is little known is that many Christians 
perished in the time of the Nazis. 


Hana Arendt, Heidegger at Eighty. In: Michael Murray (editor), Heidegger and Modern Philosophy, 
pp. 293-303. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1978, p. 303. 
‘% Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity, op. cit., p. 33. 
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Levinas on the other hand was a Jew and he never abandoned his Judaism. 
‘The thought of Heidegger is bound up in pure speculative philosophy 
whereas Levinas, apart from his work in the domain of philosophy, wrote 
many Talmudic commentaries. The soul is little present in Heidegger's 
difficult philosophical system. To a certain degree this fact is surprising. On 
the other hand Levinas never lost his faith in God. 


The soul is something crucial not only for psychology but also for poetry. It 
is known that both Heidegger and Levinas loved poetry. 


The French poet Jean-Michel Maulpoix gives his vision of the soul: 
Lo! beautiful soul... 1%” 
Thou, soul... 


The most fragile and longed for of all the words. The mutest of language. 
I dug in my voice tiny white stones. 


It slowly muted itself, spotting night 

With its iridescence. I chatter its nostalgia. 

Vacuous of meaning, here is a word one can now write down. And I wish 
to write but such words: fossil-words. Words which one should not 
understand at all costs. One after the other they would create precious 
beads. Taken separately they are all alliances of the chancy and seat an 
objectless love, a love taken for granted. 


Soul, anima, vital breath. 


Anemos, the wind. Anemone, a flower opening itself to the wind. Animal, 
animated being. Inanis, vain, devoid of vital breath. Soul. My breath. 


Nakedness and nullity of the true speech. 


One should reach it. One should reach it. 


‘7 Beautiful soul http://www.maulpoix.net/soul.html 
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A tiny important word. Only enough to open one’s mouth and shut it 
again, having quickly expired a little of that silence, leaving an invisible 
spot on one’s lips. 


Soul: the beginning of love. 


Dead souls. A good soul. A damned soul like a lost soul. A sister soul, in all 
conscience, heart - rending. The soul is tiresome and perishable. 


Soul*s dunce hat. 


‘That very word digs my head, it is also the very word for unquenched 
desire. The soul: what writing invents. 


Border - word, edge word for the beginning of nowhere. Almond tree - 
word, spring snow and old age. Such an egg - word won‘t be hatched. 


\t does matter to all my life to be unaware whether one’s soul is mortal or 
immortal. The poem is the happiness of ignorance. 


‘The soul is the horizon when it snows. 


‘the soul: a tiny hedgehog, an urchin (soap - bubble, marble, glass - eye, all 
ruffled by desire). 


For Heidegger the main characteristic of Being is ES GIBT ..... there is... 

“For Levinas in French il y a - there is - has no generosity. “There is’ is an 
anonymous and impersonal being in general, like ‘it is raining’ or ‘it is hot’. 
It exists prior even to nothingness, the rumbling within silence that one 
hears when putting a shell to one’s ear, the horrifying silence confronting 
the vigilant insomniac who is and is not an ‘T’. Il ya - there is - is a basic 
concept of Levinas’ thought. But this il y a / there is / is broken only by 

a loving presence of a new human face. Il ya is a chaos of anonymous night. 
it is this silence during the night which makes us fear. The night is absence 
of a day when everything visible disappears. This nothingness of being, this 
horror of heidegerrienne night full of shadows is something unbearable.” 
it marks the end of objectivizing consciousness, since it is not an object of 
perception or thought, and cannot be grasped or intentionally constituted. 
As such, one cannot avoid the experience of the ‘there is’, since one is 


'“ Francois Poirie - Emmanuel Levinas - essai et entretiens. Babel La Manufacture, Actes Sud, 1996, 
pp. 16-17. 
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steeped in it. It is the unavoidability that Levinas is suggesting when, 
towards the end of his work Existence and the one who is existing, he 
speaks of the ‘impossibility of death’, maybe the main reason being that in 
Being and Time Heidegger often speaks about ‘Being towards death’. 


is to be encountered in life. The totally other is God. The Jewish tradition 
teaches that man cannot see God. Anyhow, God is present in this world, in 
Rosenzweig*s words, through creation and revelation, pointing towards 
redemption. Isaiah is a prophet of hope. Of hope in time of hopelessness. 
‘The second Isaiah /chapters 40-55/ was written when the Jews were in 
exile in Babylon. Few people believed in a return to Zion. Anyhow this 
prophet gave great hope and strengthened the Jewish people in times 

of exile. The following words testify to the divine invitation of man 

and also the matter that we cannot grasp God - in Levinas‘s words his 


666 


The true life is absent”. But we are in the world. Metaphysics arises and 
is maintained in this alibi. It is turned towards the “elsewhere” and the 
“otherwise” and the “other”. For in its most general form it has assumed 
in the history of thought what appears as a movement going forth from 


a world that is familiar to us, whatever be the yet unknown land that bound 
it or that it hides from view, from an “at home” which we inhabit, toward 
an alien outside-of oneself.’!°? 


Levinas is pointing towards the fact that metaphysics (meta ta fysika - 

a Greek word which signifies the utmost reason of nature, God). It is very 
important to stress that Levinas as a Jew builds his philosophy from the 
word of God. For a Jew, as one scholar put it, the Hebrew Bible is the “little 
homeland” from which man can always go towards the well of divine 
counsel and wisdom. In this sense we can understand his words: “The 
relation to God at the time of writing and reading the Name admittedly 
depends on the intention and fervor of the reader or scribe. It depends 
above all on the faithfulness of this act to the commandment /mitzwah/ 
that the reader and the exegete will have drawn out from the actual text. 
And this is the characteristic method for Judaism.”2 


Levinas understands Jewish existence as the reading of holy texts. In the 
beginning it was the Torah. Levinas himself devoted much time and energy 
to the Talmud, and some other thinkers such as for example Maimonides, 
devoted themselves to philosophy and Talmud and Torah, later came 
Kabbalah, Jewish mysticism. Thus Jewish existence is based upon education 
and reading ~ both reading to understand as an individual and reading 

in community, in the words of Levinas ‘all relation of the believer to the 
revealed God admittedly begins in his relation to the Scriptures. ?! 


In the soul of every one of us there is a desire for a land without pain and 
suffering. It is in Levinas’s understanding the desire for the Eternal. It is 
‘the otherness of the Other and the Otherness of the Eternal. This other 


1 Thid., p. 2. 

*° Emmanuel Levinas, Beyond the Verse: Talmudic Readings and Lectures. Translated by Gary D. 
Mole. Bloomington. Indiana University Press, 1994, p. 118. 

21 Thid., p. 117. 


transcendence. 


Why do you spend money for that which is not bread, 
And your labor for that which does not satisfy? 
Listen carefully to me, and eat what is good, 
And delight yourselves in rich food. 
Incline your ear and come to me. 
Listen, so that you may live. 
| will make with you an everlasting covenant, 
My steadfast, sure love for David. 
See, I made him a witness to the peoples, 
A leader and commander for the peoples. 
See, you shall call nations that you do not know, 
And nations that do not know you 
Shall run to you, 
Because of the Lord, your God, the Holy One of Israel, 
For he has glorified you. 
Seek the Lord while he may be found, 
Call upon him while he is near. 
Let the wicked forsake their way, 
And the unrighteous their thoughts. 
Let them return to the Lord, that 
He may have mercy on them, 
And to our God, for he will abundantly pardon. 
For my thoughts are not your thoughts, 
Nor are your ways my ways, says the Lord. 
For as the heavens are higher than the earth, 
So are my ways higher than your thoughts. 
For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven, 
And do not return there until 
They have watered the earth, 
Making it bring forth and sprout, 
Giving seed to the sower and bread to the eater, 
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So shall my word be that goes out from my mouth. 
It shall not return to me empty, 

But it shall accomplish that which I purpose, 

And succeed in the thing for which I sent it. 
Isaiah 55,2-11 


Levinas*s teaching could be summed up as responsibility. Jean-Paul Sartre, 
seeing the heaviness of responsibility for the other said HELL 1S THE 
OTHERS. We cannot judge Sartre in a purely negative way. He is speaking 
about responsibility. Levinas too is speaking about responsibility. But for 
the latter it is only the living for the other, the responsibility for the other, 
which makes human life full and meaningful. 


Levinas stresses that justice is fundamental. But the basic teachings of 
Levinas is the prohibition to kill. This goes back to WW II when nearly all 
the family of Levinas were murdered by the Nazis. The negative meaning 
of Thou shall not kill is prohibition of manslaughter. But the positive side is 
love ~ to be with the other, to be a hostage of the other, which is maybe only 
hardly expressing the idea of love.” 


‘Love aims at the Other; it aims at him in his frailty. Frailty does not 

here figure the inferior degree of any attribute, the relative deficiency of 

a determination common to me and the other. Prior to the manifestation of 
attributes, it qualifies otherness itself. To love is to fear for another, to come 
to the assistance of his frailty. ’? 


Love aims at the other. There is acommandment in Torah LOVE YOUR 
NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF. We wish for ourselves good and nice things. 
Love, in Hebrew Ahava is a direction by which the Eternal loves his 
creatures and mankind and Israel. God in Jewish tradition is the Friend of 
the Soul: 


Beloved of the soul, Compassionate Father, 

Draw Your servant to Your will. Then your servant 
Will hurry like a hart to bow before your majesty. 
To him your friendship will be sweeter than 

The dripping of the honeycomb and any taste. 


* Emmanuel Levinas, Being for the other. Prague. Zvon. Czech Catholic Publishing House. 1997, 
p. 20. 
*°8 Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity, op. cit., p. 256. 
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Majestic, Beautiful, Radiance of the universe - 
My soul pines for your love. 

Please, O God, heal her now by showing her the 
Pleasantness of your radiance. 

Then she will be strengthened and healed, 

And eternal gladness will be hers. 


All-worthy One - may Your mercy be aroused and 
Please take pity on the son of your beloved, 

Because it is so very long that I have yearned intensely 
To see the splendor of Your strength. 

Only these my heart desired, so please, take pity and 
Do not conceal Yourself. 


Please be revealed and spread upon me, my Beloved, 

‘The shelter of your peace. Mluminate the world with Your glory, 
‘That we may rejoice and be glad with You. 

Hasten, show love, for the time has come, 

And show us grace as in days of old.” 


Whereas Jewish prayers speak of God as the friend of the Human soul and 
of His great love towards Israel, Levinas is speaking in Totality and Infinity 
about human love: “The essentially hidden throws itself toward the light, 
without becoming signification. Not nothingness - but what is not yet. The 
unreality at the threshold of the real does not offer itself'as possible to be 
grasped. ‘Being not Yet’ is not a this or a that. The secret appears without 
appearing, not because it would appear half-way, or with reservations, or 
in confusion. 


The caress, like contact, is sensibility. But the caress transcends the 
sensible.”205 


4 Jewish Prayer Book for Pesach. A new translation and anthologized commentary composed by Rabbi 
Avie Gold. Mesorah Publications, Ltd. New York 1998, pp. 13-14. 
25 Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity, op. cit., pp. 256-257. 
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5. Kabbalah as an Infinite Encounter 
between God and Man 


“No man is an island.” This is the name of a book by Thomas Merton, 
a Christian monk. We are not islands but we live in society, which is full of 
people, and we live in our families - man needs relationships. 


The Hebrew and Jewish tradition knows about this and describes the 
aaah of the first man, Adam, in the second chapter of the book of 
enesis. 


The most famous Kabbalist of the Gerona circle, Nahmanides, comments on 
the situation, and on how Adam gave names to all creatures: “The situation 
in which Adam gives names to the animals, requires an exposition, because 
these names will last for eternity. And see, the Holy One, blessed be His 
Name, He wants to create for Adama help.”2% 


The book of Genesis says the following: 


The Lord God said, “It is not good for man to be alone; I will make a fitting 
helper for him.” And the Lord God formed out of the earth all the wild 
beasts and all the birds of the sky, and brought them to the man, to see 
what he would call them; And the man gave names to all the caitie and to 


the birds of the sky and to all the wild beasts; but for Adam no fitting helper 
was found; 


Genesis 2:18 - 20 


' 


Martin Buber, the leading 20" century Jewish philosopher, says this about 
man’s relationship: 


“The world is twofold for man in accordance with his twofold attitude. 


The attitude of man is twofold in accordance with the pairs: One basic word 
is the word-pair I - You. 


The other basic word is the word-pair I - It; but this basic word is not 
changed when He or She takes the place of It. 


*6 Nahmanides, Torah Commentary (Hebrew), op. cit., p. 39. 
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‘Thus the I of man is also twofold. 

For the I of man is also twofold, 

For the basic word I - You is different from that of the basic word I - It.”?°” 
Man longs for this otherness - which is the feminine You. The pure 
masculine or feminine world is without taste. Man was created for woman. 


Nahmanides explains in his Torah Commentary a certain pedagogy of God 
why Adam named all the animals: “The Eternal needed to show to man 

all the animals in pairs, so that he could give names also to the female - 
animals. Some of them are indeed masculine and feminine like the bull and 
the cow, the he and she-goat, the he - lamb and the she-lamb, and many 
others and he saw how the male part matches the female. But as he did 

not find his soul - mate among them, he was sad and slept. And God made 
him sleep in order to take his side. The names which Adam gave to the 
animals correspond to their nature in order that each animal has his help 
in his mate. Adam contemplated all the animals and he saw which animal 
matches the other. And the Holy one created Eve out of Adam's side, in 
order not to create a new being. He created Eve only after Adam saw all the 
animals and he knew that he cannot find his soul-mate among the animals. 
So finally, when God created Eve out of his side, he exclaimed, “This one 

at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh,” Genesis 2:23a - which 
means that this time Adam found a soul-mate that is worthy of him.” 


‘The Hebrew tradition comments on this, but in the first instance I will 
quote the Torah on how God created woman: 


“So the Lord God cast a deep sleep upon the man; and, while he slept, He 
took one of his ribs and closed up the flesh at that spot. And the Lord God 
fashioned the rib that He had taken from the man. Then the man said: 


“This one at last 

Is bone of my bones 

And flesh of my flesh. 

This one shall be called Woman, 
For from Man was she taken.” 
Genesis 2: 21-23. 


20”? Martin Buber, Iand Thou. Translated by Walter Kaufmann. New York 1970: Touchstone, p. 53, 
28 Nahmanides, Torah - Commentary, the book of Genesis. (Hebrew) Op. cit., p. 39. 
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The first principle which God introduces into man’s life is dialogue. This 
dialogue occurs on several levels - the everlasting dialogue between God 
and man - God prepares for man all beauty and all good, and man praises 
Him in prayer. The second level is the inter human dialogue - unlike the 
animals man is able to speak to other people and this is the fact that creates 


human society ~ dialogue or a certain lack of this dialogue connects us or 
makes problems for our existence. 


According to Martin Buber, our world is in the domain - I - You and I - It. 


Some people for example have for their highest good not the Eternal God 
but some sort of replacement of this God in the form of money, sexuality, 
fame or other gods. In the Old Testament this was called idolatry. The 
prophets strongly criticized this form of false worship, in which Israel 
wanted to be like the other nations -for example the king Menashe 
introduced pagan worship even in the holy Temple in Jerusalem. 


God for Buber is the Eternal You. According to him, we can approach God 
in the dialogue with the other: 


“The You encounters me by grace - it cannot be found by seeking. But, that 


I speak the basic word to it is a deed of my whole being, is my essential 
deed. 


The You encounters me. Thus the relationship is election and electing, 
passive and active at once: an action of the whole being must approach 
passivity, for it does away with all partial actions, and thus with any sense 
of action, which always depends on limited exertions. 


The basic word I - You can be spoken only with one’s whole being. The 
concentration and fusion into a whole being can never be accomplished 
without me. I require a You to become; becoming I, I say You. 


All actual life is encounter.”2 


Man and woman belong in a certain way together in the form of love. In 


the English - speaking woman the lyrics of the Beatles is known, and it is 
relevant in this context: 


°° Martin Buber, Iand Thou. Op. cit., p. 62. 
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Julia??? 


Half of what I say is meaningless 

But I say it just to reach you, Julia. 

Julia, Julia, ocean child calls me 

So I sing a song of love, Julia 

Julia, seashell eyes, windy smile, calls me 
So I sing a song of love, Julia. ; 

Her hair of floating sky is shimmering, 
Glimmering, 

In the sun. 

Julia, Julia, morning moon, touch me 

So I sing a song of love, Julia. 

When I cannot sing my heart 

| can only speak my mind, Julia. 

Julia, sleeping sand, silent cloud, touch me 
So I sing a song of love, Julia. 

Hum hum hum...calls me 

So I sing a song of love Julia, Julia, Julia 


‘The idea that man and woman belong together penetrates deeply not only 
the Hebrew Bible but also the history of Jewish philosophy. In antiquity 
there are two witnesses - the first is the Jewish philosopher ai 20 a 
BCE-20 CE) whose philosophy was received ina certain way by : e “a : 
philosophers of antiquity and also in the Talmud. Philo was ibe ia ous 
the expression “original man’ or “heavenly man,” as “being made o a 
material, called a lump of clay”?" It is very probable that Philo il no 
only Gnosticism, but also to a certain extent the way of seni ee . 
interpretation - the Midrashim - and he speaks about primordia aie a 
the idea, and the created man of flesh and blood as the image. This q suo 
is “neither man nor woman.” His philosophy could not have escape : e 
Pharisees, who studied the Bible intensively. He speaks about heaven a . 
man, (in Greek ouranios anthropos) who is androgynous, and the te io 
upon Adam’s body, as related to the Scripture was the subsequen 
separation of the sexes. 


ilo’s phi i igi deeply rooted in 
Philo’ s philosophy concerning the original man was | ir 
Ontenidantiniee Greek philosophy - especially Plato, and rabbinic 
theology. 


The Beatles Lyrics. With an introduction by Jimmy Saville. London 2001: Warner Books, p. 166. 
'! De Allegoris Legum I, 12. 
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For Plato the highest values were those of the ideas of goodness, beauty and 
truth. Everything in Plato starts with the world of ideas, whereas the world 
of matter is in itself bad - maybe due to the influence of Oriental teaching. 
According to Plato, “God wanted to bring matter into an orderly form and 


as like himself as possible because he is good. Does Goodness imply this 
desire to produce perfection?”2”2 


This perfection can be achieved according to Plato by observing the Laws. 
In one of his main works, the Republic, we read this dialogue: “Then shall 
we do them an injustice and make them live a worse life when they have 
the possibility of a better?” The answer is: “You have forgotten that the law 
is not concerned to bring it about that any one class lives well, but that 
well-being is engendered in the whole eity."23 

Whereas Philo speaks about the “heavenly man,” man yearns for his or 
her home in heaven. This is expressed in many poems and is depicted in 
the literature of many nations. In the Greek nation it was the philosopher 
Plotinus who lived in the third century, who expressed this idea: 


“But since the beauty and light in all come from That which is before all, it 
is Thence that Intellectual Energy which flashed the Soul into being; thence 
the soul took power towards life, in virtue of that fuller life streaming 
into it. The Intellectual - Principle was thus raised to that Supreme and 
remains with it, happy in that presence. The Soul too, that soul which as 
possessing knowledge and vision was capable, clung to what it saw; and 
as its vision so its rapture; it saw and was stricken; but having in itself 
something of that principle it felt its kinship and was moved to longing 
like those stirred by the image of the beloved are stirred to desire of the 
veritable presence. Lovers here mould themselves to the beloved; they 
seek to increase their attraction of the person and their likeness of mind; 
they are unwilling to fall short in moral quality or in other graces lest they 
be distasteful to those possessing such merit - and only be among such 
true love. In the same way the soul loves the Supreme Good, from its very 
beginnings stirred by it to love. The soul which has never strayed from this 
love - perhaps unawares -is ever in quest, and in its longing to be borne. 
Thither, passes over what is lovely here and with one glance at the beauty 
of the universe dismisses all; for it sees that all is put together of flesh and 
Matter, befouled by its housing, made fragmentary by corporal extension, 


*? John M. Rist, Eros and Psyche. Studies in Plato, Plotinus and Origen. Toronto 1964. University of 
Toronto Press, p. 31. 


"3 Plato, Republic. 519 D8 
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not the Authentic Beauty which could never venture into bi ai ces ae 
\o be soiled, annulled. By only noting the flux of things . nows a ase 
(hat from elsewhere the beauty that floats upon them an so itis ee ae 
(hither, passionate in pursuit of what it loves: never - unless som 


it of that love - never giving up till it attains. 


i i i ful; it grew in strength by 
‘There indeed all it saw was beautiful and truthful; 
ae thus filled with the life of the True; itself becoming truthful Being 
and attaining truthful knowledge, it enters by etic: into 
conscious possession of what it has long been seeking. 


Plotinus had an enormous influence on the Bes en a Sag 
ially i iqui in the Middle Ages. This tex 
world especially in antiquity and in idd a 
i i dualistic - the fact that matte 
nneads seems to be in a certain way : 
and spirit is good - and indeed, Plotinus considered matter as a er 
form of evil - an idea that we also find in the Church Fathers, as fo 


example Origen or St Augustine. 


‘This idea penetrated deeply into Jewish mysticism. I _ eieale 
two witnesses of the androgynous man hi ca wei es hel 
is Phi is Talmud. In 
hilosophy - one is Philo and the secon is 
: lear ae was the part of man from which God ie cae ea 
ANN Ww 73071 PNY? ED NMS M77 Ww) DIN OMAN TAN DTN Ti 


i i dtaken from the man; and, 
the Lord God fashioned the rib that He ha 
ale ~ diate He took one of his ribs and closed up the flesh at the spot. 


Genesis 2:21 
| use the English translation of the Jewish Publication Society pee i 
| find the best among the English translations but here J have a differ 


translation - the word y>x (tsela) is translated in the JPS translation as Ke 
yehieh is a symbol that the woman is close to the heart of man, however 


° , 
word means ‘side. 


In the Babylonian Talmud we read: “Now, according to the one who i he 
that the “side” was a figure, we understand that this is the ee of whe 
is written: [From the] back and the front you have formed me. 


oy and Faber, 
214 Plotinus, The Enneads. Translated by Stephen MacKenna. London MCMXXX. Faber and iber 


Ennead VL7, 31, pp. 585-586 
25 Babylonian Talmud. Tractate Berachos. New York 1997: Mesorah. 61a 


Neflections on Jewish Mysticism 


sut in the Hebrew text there is the word x75 (partzuf) which means 
‘face’. 


‘The same edition of this volume of Talmud comments in these words: 


“As the Gemara (Talmud is composed of Mishna - repetition of the Torah - 
and Gemara - the conclusion, to which the rabbis arrived after discussing 
the matter from the Torah) has already explained, this verse alludes to man 
being created with a double figure.”2"6 


In the article “How the Kabbalah can be relevant to people today” I tried 

to show the three ways of Neoplatonic thought - the purification, 
illumination and union with the Godhead. These three ways were very 
common both in Judaism and in Christianity. Thus for example one of the 
teachers of the church, Gregory of Nyssa, speaks about these three ways as 
1) The light of God or purification ~ he sees this in the fact of baptism and 
he also stresses how tyrannical the passions which dominate man can be. 
2) The contemplation of God - the ladder of love and the vision of the Holy 
of Holies. 3) The shadow or the love of God - the mirror of the soul, the 
abandoning of egocentrism and the fact of being hurt by love.2! 


In a similar way this is depicted by St Augustine and other Christian 
Neoplatonists, and also by the Sufi (Moslem) mystics, according to their 
socio-religious understanding. 


The golden age of the Jews in the Middle Ages was marked by the 
appearance of Salomon ibn Gabirol in the eleventh century. His main 
philosophical work was originally written in Arabic but this original was 
lost. In the work there is no notion of Judaism or any biblical personality, 
so that the Christians who translated it into Latin and gave this work the 
Latin name “Fons Vitae” - The Fountain of Life - thought that it was a work 
by a Moslem or Arab Christian. 


I mentioned the ancient Jewish philosopher Philo and some of his views on 
the creation of the world and the androgynous character of man. 


Whereas Philo accepted Plato in Jewish philosophy and was well received 
in the Jewish tradition, even if this philosophy was often against the very 
essence of the spirit of Judaism, Salomon ibn Gabirol’s philosophical 


216 Thid. 
“1? Cf. Jean Daniélou, Platonisme et théologie mystique. Paris 1944, Aubier, p. 110. 


Reflections on Jewish Mysticism | 137 


work, in Hebrew the “Mekor Chayim” - The Fountain of Life ne to Mei 
its translation into Latin for its warm reception in the medieva ‘ ni ae 
world but, with one exception, it was forgotten in the Jewish ae eis : 
the middle of the nineteenth century when Solomon Munk foun Ms 3 
the author of “Fons Vitae” could be the same as the outstanding es eo 
known Spanish Hebrew-writing poet Avicebron [the name under whi 


\bn Gabirol wrote his Hebrew poems]. 


“The philosophy of Philo, who was ina certain way the sinh sh 

of Neoplatonism had a much greater influence on Christian aoe che 
literature, and the teaching of Gabirol had a great influence on a ie sa 
scholastic theology and philosophy. But the difference sane t a8 a 
philosophers is that Philo*s ideas were received in the Jewis et 
many of them were accepted, but soon after his death Gabirol fell in 


. . 7918 
oblivion in the Jewish world. 


ibn Gabirol was the most outstanding Jewish Neoplatonist of the early : 
Middle Ages. I will show how strongly the “Mekor Chayim” - Fountain o 


Life - was influenced by Plotinus: 


“If everything has a special matter and a spiritual form, itis aay 

that they should exist in everything: and ifthey exist 0 every ‘ 2 my 

is necessary that there should be in each corporeal substance ; p 

matter and in each corporeal form a spiritual form. It is ric 
necessary that in the corporeal color and in figure there a ma ie 
a spiritual color and a spiritual figure, and it is necessary bs Pp 

color and the spiritual figure should subsist in spiritual substance. 


‘The corporeal forms emanate from spiritual forms. Now all that emanates 
from something is the image of the thing from which eee 
‘Therefore the corporeal forms are the image of the spiritual forms. 


All that emanates from some origin is united with the origin ys cee 
far from the origin. Now the sensible forms are united with 1 ie im 
substances. Therefore the sensible forms derive from the spiritua 
substances rather than from the corporeal substances... 


2 ais _ F ht, 
‘18 J, Guttman, Die Philosophie des Salomon ibn Gabirol. Gottingen 1889: Vandehoeck & Ruprec 
pp. 3-4. 


138 | Reflections on Jewish Mysticism 


All that derives from some origin is united with its origin. Now the sensible 
forms are united in the spiritual substances. Therefore the sensible forms 
derive from the spiritual substances.”2! 


We have here a clear philosophy of emanation - something which is at the 
innermost heart of the Kabbalah. I quoted at length Nahmanides, the most 
important Rabbi and Kabbalist of the Gerona school. In his commentary 
on the book of Genesis he writes: “The world was created through ten 
Sefirot.”?° 


This is again a clear indication of how the Kabbalah was influenced by 
Plotinus, where everything emanates from the One. According to his 
philosophy, it is vital to have virtues in order to unite with the One: 


“Since Evil is here ‘haunting this world by necessary law,’ and it is the 
Soul's design to escape from Evil, we must escape hence. 


But what is this escape? 


In attaining Likeness to God’ we read. And this is explained as ‘becoming 
just and holy, living by wisdom, the entire nature grounded in Virtue. 


But does Likeness by way of Virtue not imply Likeness to some being that 
has Virtue? To what Divine Being, then, would our Likeness be? To the 
Being - must we not think? - in Which, above all, such excellence seems 
to inhere, that is, to the Soul of Cosmos and to the Principle endowed with 
a wisdom most wonderful. What could be more fitting than that we, living 
in this world, should become Like to its ruler? 


But, at the beginning, we are met by the doubt whether even in this 
Divine-Being all the virtues find a place - Moral - Balance , for example ; 
or Fortitude where there can be no danger since nothing is alien; where 
there can be nothing alluring whose lack could induce the desire of 
possession”?! 


. ae ibn Gabirol, The Fountain of Life. Translated by Harry E. Wedeck. La Vergne, TN - U.S.A 
, p. 59. iy ate 

*®° Nahmanides, Commentary on the book of Genesis. (Hebrew) Op. cit., p. 11. 

2) Plotinus, The Enneads. Op. cit., Enneads, I, 1 p. 30. 
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‘the Midrash (allegorical way of Jewish interpretation) says that “man was 
made in the likeness” of God. This sentence certainly was influenced not 
only by Philo but is also based on the theology of the Pharisees. 


In one of the oldest Midrashim it is said “You formed me behind and before. 
(Psalm 139, 5)?23 - which has to be explained ‘before the first and after the 
last day of Creation’ - For it is said, ‘And the spirit of God moved upon the 
faces of the waters, meaning the spirit of the Messiah [“the spirit of Adam’ 
in the parallel passage”*; the reading of both Midrashim is basically the 
same and is similar to Philo’s philosophical doctrine of the creation of the 
original man. Whereas Philo calls the idea the earthly Adam, the rabbis say 
that the spirit of Adam not only existed before the creation of the earthly 
Adam, but he pre-existed the whole creation. Thus not only Adam, but also 
the Messiah pre-existed. 


Whereas Philo was the main philosopher of Jewish antiquity, who received 
Plato in his philosophy and prepared in a certain way the way to Plotinus, 
ibn Gabirol was a Neoplatonist whose philosophy strongly influenced not 
only Christian Scholastic theology but also the Spanish Kabbalah. But the 
main work of the Spanish Kabbalah was the book of Zohar, which speaks 


about Ein Sof: 


“The Essence of divinity is found in every single thing - nothing but it 
exists. Since it causes everything to be, nothing can live by anything else. It 
enlivens them; its existence exists in each existent. 


Do not attribute duality to God. Let God be solely God. If you suppose 

that Ein Sof emanates up to a certain point, and that from that point on is 
outside of it, you have dualized. God forbid! Realize, rather, that Ein Sof 
exists in each existent. Do not say, “This is a stone and not God.” God forbid! 
Rather, all existence is God, and the stone is pervaded by divinity.”””° 


Professor Matt showed in this text the basic non-duality of the Zohar. In 
the theology of the Zohar, everything is permeated by God. The Ein Sof - 
the Infinite, or the absolute that nothingness gives is so bright that it is 
dark. Thus, in the translation of Professor Matt, the Zohar, commenting 
on the first word of the Torah, In the beginning, starts: “At the head of the 


’* Philo, De Confusione Linguarum XXIII 

°° Genesis Rabbah VIII, 1. 

| Midrash Tehillim to Ps 139 ‘ 

28 Daniel C. Matt, The Essential Kabbalah. The Heart of Jewish Mysticism. San Francisco 1999: Harper, 
p. 24. 
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potency of the King, He engraved engravings in luster on high. A spark of 
impenetrable darkness flashed within the concealed of the concealed, from 
the head of Infinity - a cluster of vapor forming in formlessness, thrust 

ina ring, not white, not black, not red, not green, no color at all. Asa cord 
surveyed, it yielded radiant colors. Deep within the spark gushed a flow, 
splaying colors below, concealed within the concealed of the mystery of 
Ein Sof. It split and did not split its aura, was not known at all, until under 
the impact of splitting, a single, concealed, supernal point shone. Beyond 
that point, nothing is known, so it is called (Reshit), Beginning, the first 
command of al].”226 


The Zohar shows the need of God to relate. According to Maimonides, we 
need God, but “God, blessed be He, does not need us.” The philosophy of 
Kabbalah is different - God wants to relate, God wants human beings to be 
his servants, and also his friends. 


That is why He gives Himself. God gives Himself in the Torah, but above all, 
God gives Himself absolutely in the form that He emanates his energy to 
the world:“Before anything emanated, there was only Ein Sof. Ein Sof was all 
that existed. Similarly, after it brought into being that which exists, there is 
nothing but it. You cannot find anything that exists apart from it. There is 
nothing that is not pervaded by the power of divinity. If there were, Ein Sof 
would be limited, subject to duality, God forbid! Rather, God is everything 
that exists, though everything that exists is not God. It is present in 
everything, and everything comes into being from it. Nothing is devoid 

of its divinity. Everything is within it, it is within everything and outside 
everything. There is nothing but it. 


When you contemplate the Creator, realize that his encampment extends 
beyond, infinitely beyond, and so, too, in front of you and behind you, east 
and west, north and south, above and below, infinitely everywhere. Be 
aware that God fashioned everything and is within everything. There is 
nothing else.”22” 


Somebody might think that Kabbalah belongs to the Middle Ages or to the 
strange Hassidim in Brooklyn or Jerusalem, but this is a misleading view. 
Kabbalah inspires many people and gives them force, and is present even in 


°° ‘The Zohar, Pritzker Edition. Translation and Commentary by Daniel C. Matt. Stanford 2004. 
Stanford University Press, pp. 107-109. 
"? Daniel C. Matt, The Essential Kabbalah. Op. cit., pp. 24-25. 
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present-day poetry. That is why I will conclude with a contemporary Israeli 
poem, which draws on the Kabbalah: 


Benjamin Shvili 
Greation2”® 


| gave birth to air, and the air gave birth to wind, and from the 
Wind 

A wind was born and afterwards 

Water and the water gave birth to air and from the air 

Was born 

Wind and afterwards water 

And the water gave birth to air a, | 
And heat from the intercourse of the air in the wind and the wind 
In the water and from the heat 

Was created fire which gave birth 

‘To earth and the earth gave birth 

To me 

And I gave birth to love. 


8 Joseph Dan, The Heart and the Fountain. An Anthology of Jewish Mystical Experience. Oxford 2002: 
Oxford University Press, p. 270. 
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6. Face and Infinity in Emmanuel Levinas and 
in the Kabbalah 


We all want to search out our roots and our origins. We all want to know 
where we are going and where our path is leading us. Arik Einstein, an 
Israeli singer and poet, put it in these words: 


“Tam down and as I can see, 

You too, woman, are down. 

Come and eat with me 

The dinner of our depression. 

And if the angels were not in your eyes, 

Come and talk with me about Adam and Eve, 
About our father Adam and about our mother Eve”. 


I will try in both philosophical and theological terms to outline the 
implications of the 20" century. Existentialism put an end to the 
philosophy of monism, which means in Levinas‘s words that I cannot 
receive from the Other anything which is not present inside me. 
Existentialism succeeded only to a certain degree. 


Let us examine the work of Martin Heidegger, because without 

Heidegger we cannot understand Levinas, who in the beginning studied 
with Heidegger and Husserl, but later distanced himself sharply from 
Heidegger. One of the reasons for this was the latter’ s pro Nazi orientation. 
Our guide here will be Jean Wahl, one of Levinas’s best friends: “Now let 

us turn to Heidegger. His problem is the ancient problem of Being. He 

has declared that he is not a philosopher of existence but a philosopher of 
Being, and that his eventual aim is ontological. Heidegger considers the 
problem of existence solely to introduce us to ontology, because the only 
form of Being with which we are truly in contact (according to Heidegger) 
is the being of man. To be sure, there are other forms of Being for 
Heidegger: there is what he calls “the being of things seen,” or scenes; there 
is the being of tools and instruments; there is the being of mathematical 
forms; there is the being of animals; but only man truly exists. Animals 
live, mathematical things subsist, implements remain at our disposal, and 
scenes manifest themselves; but none of these things exists. 


In order for us to truly exist, rather than remain in the sphere of things - 
seen and things - used, we must quit the unauthentic sphere of existence. 
Ordinarily, due to our own laziness and the pressure of society, we remain 
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in an everyday world, where we are not in contact with aa oe 
everyday world is the domain of what Heidegger calls the anyone’ |das 
Man] - or what we might call “the domain of Everyman i where we are 
interchangeable with each other. In this domain of “anyone, we are not 
conscious of our own existence. An awareness of ourselves as ns 

eings is attainable only by traversing certain experiences, such as 

| ee see puts oats presence of the Background of Nothingness 


from which Being erupts... 


Naturally, this Nothingness is difficult to characterize. We cannot even 

say what it is, and Heidegger invented a word, Nichten (“naughten’ ), to 
characterize its action. Nothingness “naughtens itself and everything else. 
\t is an active Nothingness which causes the world which erupts from it to 
tremble to the foundation of its Being, from which Being detaches itself by 


a sort of rupture... 


In any case, the experience of anguish reveals ourselves as out in the world, 
forlorn, without recourse or refuge. Why we are flung into the world, we 
do not know. This brings us to one of the fundamental assertions of the 
philosophy of existence: we are, without finding any reason for our being; 
hence we are existence without essence.”””° 


‘The first man in Jewish tradition was Adam Kadmon, “primordial man, 
a term used in the Kabbalah to denote the stage of the divine unfolding 
which provides the link between God - Ein Sof - the Infinite - and the 
Sefirot. This stage is conceived in anthropomorphic terms as cosmic man. 
As the Infinite emerges from its utter concealment it produces the entity 
Adam Kadmon containing the Sefirot in potentia. Spiritual entities, known 
in the analogy with physical illumination as ‘lights’, stream forth Tae 4 
various organs of Adam Kadmon’s ‘body’ to produce the vessels into a 
further lights then flow from the Sefirot. Behind all this is the ancient 4 ea 
that the human body is written large in the cosmos, man being create 
literally in the image of God”. The Judaic tradition says that the first coe 
Adam arid Eve, were created in perfect harmony and this harmony shou 
reign in all relations between man and woman, 


a - Adam and Eve were created du parfutzin, so that the woman 
should be obedient to her husband, her life depending upon hin 
lest he go his [own] way, rather than affinity and friendship existing 


“° Jean Wahl, A Short History Of Existentialism. Translated from the French by Forrest Williams and 
Stanley Maron. Philosophical Library. New York. 1949, passim, pp. 11-13. 
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between them, and they will not separate from each other, and 
peace will rest upon them and calmness in their homes. 

b - similarly, it concerns “the true doers of truth” [po‘alei ha - emmet, 
‘whose actions’ are truth.’ The secret of du parfutzin refers to two 
matters: first, it is well known [ki yadua] that two opposites were 
emanated, one of them being stern judgment, and its counterpart, 
complete mercy. And if they were not emanated [e-‘illu lo ne’ etzlu] 
as du partzufin, and if each were to work out its actions [separately] 
according to its characteristic, it would be possible to see [them] 
as two powers acting separately, without any connection with its 
partner and without its assistance. 

c ~ but now, since they were created du partzufin, their actions are 
performed in cooperation and in an equal manner [be - shawweh]| 
and in a total union [bi - yhud gamur], without any separation. 
Furthermore, unless they were created [in the manner of du - 
partzufin], no perfect union would emerge from them, and the 
attribute of judgment would not converge with that of mercy, 

neither would the attribute of mercy converge with that of 
judgment. But now, since they were created as du partzufin each of 
them may approach his partner and unite with him, and his desire 
is to unite willingly with his partner, so ‘that the Tabernacle may be 


? 


one. 


A proof for this view is found in the [divine] Names which refer to 
each other, since Yod He refers to the attribute of mercy, as in “Then 
the Tetragrammaton rained upon Sodom and upon Gomorrah. The 


Tetragrammaton rained [means that] He passed from one attribute to 
another attribute.”?° 


To understand the world of love means to enter with whole soul and 

with all heart into her mysteries. Many traditions, as for example the 
Greek or the Indian, give images which are known in Judaism as that of 
Adam Kadmon, “the supernal man’, the beginning of all beginnings, the 
most ancient of all primordial beings. Adam Kadmon preceded all other 
creations, and from Adam Kadmon all other worlds spread forth. He was 
the first creature to fill the void created by God's contraction, consisting of 
ten emanations in the form of circular wheels, one inside the other, which 
came forth, followed by the form of a single human being. And that was 
Adam Kadmon, the primordial man, a completely spiritual being. 


*° Moshe Idel, Kabbalah and Eros. Yale University Press. New Haven and London. 2005, pp. 61-62. 
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When it is said that man was created in the image of God, this refers oo 
form of Adam Kadmon. For God himself has no form or image. Filled “ 
the light of the infinite, Adam Kadmon extends from one end of the empty 
space God created to the other. Some say that this infinite light ae 
from the openings and apertures of the skull of Adam Kadmon, | rom ra 
ears, his nose, his mouth and his eyes. Others say that the light issues from 
his mouth... Adam Kadmon contains thousands of myriads of worlds. a 
first four of these to come forth from Adam Kadmon are the Four a) 
the world of Emanation (Atzilut), Creation (Beriah), Formation scala ie 
and Action (Asiyah). The creation of Adam Kadmon and of these other, ce 
lower worlds had a beginning in time, when they came into price But this 
is not true of the Infinite One, who has no beginning or end. 


The longing of the human soul for this is the most important movement a 
man’s heart. This is the subject of many songs and poems of all nations an : 
of all times. Emmanuel Levinas asks “Has love no other term than a ee 
The person here enjoys a privilege - the loving intention goes unto t a 
Other, unto the friend, the child, the brother, the beloved, the parents. ; 
Love is aimed at a person. It can also be an object, as for example “a ana 
an abstraction, a book”** but we all know that life without the Other wou 
be very sad. In Levinas’s understanding it is the face of the other which is 
the transparency of the transcendent. 


The human face tells us something about the personality of the other. If ie 
look into the face ofa child, we can see innocence. A mentally ill person has 
a face which is marked by suffering. A prisoner has a face which shows us 
something of guilt and remorse. 


“The face is present in its refusal to be contained. In this sense it A alae 
comprehended, that is, encompassed. It is neither seen nor touche ae 
visual or tactile sensation the identity of the I envelops the otherness of the 
object, which becomes precisely a content.””** 


The face cannot be contained. In the state of Israel the ultra A eal 
refuse pictures of cameras. It may seem as something ridiculous but it has 
a deeper meaning. 


'. Howard Schwartz, Tree of Souls, The Mythology of Judaism. Oxford University Press. Oxford. New 
York. 2004, p. 15. } 

2 Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity, op. cit., p. 254. 

8 Thid. / 

“1 Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity, op. cit., p. 194. 
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The meaning is that the face cannot be contained. Every picture makes 
an eternity of a moment. And thus it leads ina certain way toa certain 
misleading point. I do not argue that these ultra orthodox Jews are right. 
But what I want to say is that I understand their position, as the picture 
is taken during a period of a very short time - we all know how we are 
sometimes shy about our own photographs. The deep rabbinic meaning 
in this sect of Judaism is the prohibition of idolatry. All this may seem as 
something completely strange to the present use of cameras. 


This prohibition is more close to Islam where (again in countries which 
consider themselves guardians of true Islam, for example Saudi Arabia) - it 
is forbidden to use figurative art concerning human beings and thus we 
only very seldom see the images even of the prophet Mohammed. By and 
large Judaism does not prohibit making pictures of human beings but as 
Jews in history were sceptical of expressions of human art we only seldom 
see human iconography in the history of Judaism. 


Today people use cameras for nearly all situations in life. We want to have 
a souvenir of a loved landscape, people we like, parties and weddings, we 
want to keep the souvenir. Honestly, do we want to have a souvenir? Behind 
the wish for a souvenir is there not a certain impulse in us which wants 

to stop time? Franz Rosenzweig, whom Levinas admired, said that “love 

is not an attribute, but an event, and no attribute has any place in it. ‘God 
loves’ does not mean that love befits him like an attribute, as does, say, the 
power to create. Love is not the basic form of his countenance, fixed and 
immutable. It is not the rigid mask which the sculptor lifts from the face 
of the dead. Rather it is the fleeting, indefatigable alternation of mien, the 
ever youthful radiance which plays on the eternal features. Love hesitates 
to make a likeness of the lover; the portrait would reduce the living 
countenance to rigor mortis.”?*> The biblical prohibition is: lo taase lekha 
pesel u tmuna ~ you shall not make for yourself a sculptured image, or 
any likeness of what is in the heavens above, or on the earth below, or 
in the waters under the earth. Exodus 20:4. 


This prohibition means not to make a representation of God, and thus 
worship an idol with the intent to adore it as a real or surrogate god. There 
is no prohibition here of the plastic arts as such. The strict attention given 
to the commandment by Jews precluded the type of religious art developed 
by the Christian church and for a long time restricted other forms of 
sculpture. 


*° Franz Rosenzweig, Star of Redemption, p. 163. 
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Does it mean that Christian art or religious art in general is paieenis bad? 
Not at all. Nevertheless it can misinterpret the very idea of a transcen ent 
God. The fear is that of substitution. That means that man will iar 
some - thing or some - body instead of the true God. “There is another 
problem with similarity - based representation even where there is ie 
fear of substitution. In the painting on the ceiling of the Sistine Chape He 
which Michelangelo painted God creating Adam there is no problem 0: 
substitution. No one has ever claimed that God is present in this pane 
or confused this painting with God. These who interpret the aie ition 
against images most strictly will oppose this painting, Be ecause 
there is something forbidden in the very act of representing in 

a painting. The prohibition against representing God inascu tu ae 
painting is the prohibition against a representation that sated : ih 

on similarity. Why is it forbidden to represent God in this way? Ifitis 
assumed that God has no image, then any similarity-based be on eee 
of God must necessarily be a wrong representation, a diminution a Ww. ae 
he really is. The error is the very act of making an image of somet. as t 4 
has no image. Representation is prohibited as a result of the ie ysica 
claim that since God has no image, any representation of God, an 

naturally any worship of such a representation, is mistaken and causes 


an error in the conception of God for anyone who sees or worships such 


7 ” 
a representation.’”°° 


| have already mentioned above the necessity of belonging. Every human 
being has the need to belong. This longing is belonging. In Levinas s 


understanding, this feeling of belonging is called: ‘responsibility’. I cannot 
truly belong without feeling responsible for the other person. 


“In responsibility for another, subjectivity is only the unlimited eed 
of an accusative which does not issue out of the declension it woul : oe 
undergone starting with the nominative. This accusation can be = ‘i : co) 
the passivity of the self only as persecution, but mee t ‘ was : 
into an expiation. Without persecuting, the ego raises its head and cov: 


over the self. ... 


‘The more I return to myself, the more I divest myself, under the traumatic 
effect of persecution, of my freedom as a constituted, willful, imperialist 
subject, the more I discover myself to be responsible; the more just I am, 


'0 Moshe Halbertal, Avishai Margalit, Idolatry, op. cit., p. 45. 


148 | Reflections on Jewish Mysticism 


the more guilty Iam. Iam ‘in ; 
; myself’ through others. The psyche i 
. ° 5 . 
other in the same, without alienating the same.”23” See 


Very early on, Levinas became engaged in new philosophical ways. In 

a famous article in 1951, - Is ontology fundamental? - he febieae eh 
traditional privilege accorded by philosophers to reflection on Bein : 
and subjugates it under Ethics. Of course, every new philosophical ; 
trend creates new notions. What will be the one which best explain. 

the thought of Levinas? That of the face. But where did this ee of 
Levinas come from, to make the face a central tenet of his philosophy? 
Access to such a notion is evidently not restricted to men who ath cits 
gifted with a capacity for speculation. It is also meaningful to ee ab 
have read neither Kant nor Hagel. However, it suffers by comparison to 
Greek concepts in that it emphasizes universality and in that it offers th 
possibility of enlarging the field of presence. Its sources are double Like 
all thinkers, Levinas was first guided, consciously or unconsciousl b 

ae ee clan Heidegger teaches that poets anes 
phi ers and that thought needs poetr i its inspirati 

its intellectual intuition. Ene liked to SL ote ieee ah a 
of the great Russian novelists to Shakespeare. But do these readin i oe 
explain the introduction of the face in his works, or should one es th 
at the Biblical sources of his thinking? Although he does not refer to i mk 
specifically when he talks about the face, he is more explicit when he deal 
with notions such as prophecy, salvation, holiness or prayer, one has to aah 
a fundamental link. This does not mean that Levinas is purely and simpl : 
transposing a Biblical theme - the face of man and the face of God - ‘ats his 


philosophy. In f: ; she 
fe baee ee n fact, he goes forward with a description of the meeting with 


Levinas is talking about ‘psyche’ - the soul. We have to concentrate on 
this idea for a while. Let us firstly take into account Christian and Jewish 
religion: the Soul is “the part of a person that is not the body and is thought 
not to die; the central or most important part of a person; the qualit a 
ee makes a person humans it is said that hardship is good for the one 
= makes you a better person. In the Christian religion people believe 

at when you die your soul goes to Heaven if you believe in Christ, or to 
Hell ifyou have been wicked and do not believe in Christ.”28? Obviously 


°7 Sedn Hand, The Levinas Reader. Bl 
and, The - Blackwell, Oxford UK, Cambridge USA, 198 
Fran¢ois Poirié, Emmanuel Lévinas. Essais et Entretiens. Paris 1996: Babel : 17, ~ 


8° Longman Dictionary of English Lan 
u i i i 
Re a A sl guage and Culture with color illustrations. Longman House, 
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Jewish religion is not centered on belief in Christ. Both religions however 
share similar concepts of history, with the difference that for the Jews 
the Messiah has not come yet, as says Walter Benjamin, “ ‘One of the 
most remarkable characteristics of human nature,’ writes Lotze, ‘is that, 
alongside so much selfishness in specific instances, is the freedom from 
envy which the present displays toward the future.’ Reflection shows us 
that our image of happiness is thoroughly colored by the time to which the 
course of our own existence has assigned us. The kind of happiness that 
could arouse envy in us exists only in the air we have breathed, among 
people we could have talked to, women who could have given themselves 
to us. In other words, our image of happiness is indissolubly bound up with 
the image of redemption. The same applies to our view of the past, which is 
the concern of history. The past carries with it a temporal index by which 
it is referred to redemption. There is a secret agreement between past 
generations and the present one. Our coming was expected on earth. Like 
every generation that preceded us, we have been endowed with a weak 
Messianic power, a power to which the past has a claim. That claim cannot 
be settled cheaply*° There is anyhow a very interesting notion about the 
migration of souls, “which is the belief that after death the soul passes 
from one body to another. This belief is not mentioned at all in the Talmud 
or Midrash. Some of the Jewish philosophers, for example the sects of the 
Karaites or Saadiah Gaon and most other philosophers of note, vehemently 
opposed it. It is more a kabalistic idea. The men of Kabbalah also supported 
the belief in transmigration on the grounds that the soul, in order to ascend 
to the higher worlds, must first purify itself of sin by making atonement 
in the lower worlds. The practical Kabbalah that developed in Safed in the 
sixteenth century, under the guidance of Isaac Luria, further elaborated 
this idea. According to them, all souls are in a continuous process of 
circulation - the souls of the righteous in the bodies of men and the evil 
souls in the bodies of animals. According to this kabbalistic interpretation 
the Messiah will bring about the end of the transmigration of souls, and 
there will emerge a new world completely free of sin.”*' Kabbalah has 
developed this idea of afterlife taken from the Greek philosopher Plotinus. 
This belief is widespread today in orthodox milieux of Judaism. The 
transmigration of souls is something that belongs to Jewish mysticism. The 
most difficult aspect of every philosophy is coping with time, as Benjamin 
quotes the poem by Gerschom Scholem 


“40 Walter Benjamin, Sul concetto di storia, Turin. Edition Einaudi. 1997. With introduction of 


Gianfranco Bonola and Michelle Ranchetti, p. 64. 
“11 Dr, Chaim Pearl (editor), The Encyclopedia of Jewish Life and Thought. Carta. Jerusalem. 1996, p. 453. 
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“My wing is ready for the flight, 

I would like to turn back. If I stayed timeless time 
IT would have little luck 
Mein Fligel ist zum Schwung bereit, 

ich kehre gern zuriick, 

denn blieb ich auch lebendige Zeit, 

ich hatte wenig Glick. 


A Klee painting named ‘Angelus Novus’ shows an angel looking as though 
he is about to move away from something he is fixedly contemplatin His 
eyes are staring, his mouth is open, his wings are spread. This is eee 
pictures the angel of history. His face is turned toward the past. Where 

we perceive a chain of events, he sees one single catastrophe which keeps 
piling wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet. The angel would like hi 
stay, awaken the dead, and make good what has been smashed. But a storm 
is blowing in from Paradise; it has got caught in his wings with such 
violence that the angel can no longer close them. The storm irresistibl 
propels him into the future to which his back is turned, while the pile of 
debris before him grows skyward. This storm is what we call progress.” 
Walter Benjamin is pointing towards a certain concept of history. This 
history in Judaism has messianic connotations. ‘We were expected here on 
earth. In Jewish understanding, history is not accomplished. It is not la fin 
de Yhistoire. Every single individual is about to accomplish his or her o 
history in order to accomplish universal history. Fink 


Emmanuel Levinas admired among oth i i 
ena ere g other thinkers the German philosopher 


“We place the significance of the face against un i i 
right from the start. Could the brief tiidtea ond etre ro oni 
introduced this notion let us see the role it plays in understanding all 

the conditions which describe a sphere of relationships that are barel 
suspected? What we see seems however to be suggested by the rebel 
philosophy of Kant to which we feel particularly close. i 


Kant has a special definition of the human soul. He is proceeding according 
to categories, because the matter of the soul is already given. Kant’s 
understanding of the human soul is subsequent 


* Walter Benjamin, Sul concetto di storia, Op. cit., p. 67. 
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1. Soul is substance. (Later Kant changed it to ‘the soul is existing like 


a substance) 
As to the quality, the soul is easy. 
3. Indifferent times in which the soul exists the soul is numerically 


identical which means unity (and not plurality). 
4. Itis in relationship with objects in space.” 


N 


Kant's relationship with religion and even to the Protestant form of 
Christianity in which he was raised was ambivalent. He was not interested 
in how his categorical imperative and subsequently the ethical teaching 
following on from the moral imperative, goes together with the teaching 
of the Bible. Kant did not participate in Christian worship except when 

he was young due to his Christian upbringing. While he was rector of the 
University in Kénigsberg (where he spent his entire life) the Emperor 
Friedrich Wilhelm II visited the city. There was a festive worship in the 
cathedral but Kant excused himself and did not participate. The Protestant 
bishop Borowski wrote a letter to Kant, where he regretted that Kant: 


- “sees in Christianity only the need for the unity of the state. 
_ the Bible serves only as instrument for guidance for the public 


education for the local religion. 
- Jesus is only the personified idea of perfection.”™* 


‘Thus we can see that Kant developed a philosophy, where God was only an 
appendix to his complex philosophic system. 


The person who wants to shorten his or her life is thinking that this life 
offers him or her more trouble than pleasure. Anyhow the main principle 
here is false egoism which is disguised as self-love. We can see a similar 
refusal to the idea of suicide in Levinas, “the movement of transcendence 
is to be distinguished from the negativity by which discontented man 
refuses the condition in which he is established. Negativity presupposes 
a being established, placed in a site where he is at home [chez soi]; itis an 
economic fact, in the etymological meaning of the word. The labor that 
matter resists puts to profit the resistance of materials; the resistance is 
still within the same. The negator and the negated are posited together, 
form a system, that is, a totality. The doctor who missed an engineering 
career, the poor man who longs for wealth, the patient who suffers and 


“43 Immanuel Kant, Kritik der reinen Vernunft. Reclam. Leipzig. 1956, p. 420. 
24 Ralf Ludwig, Kant fiir Anfanger, Der kategorische Imperativ. Compare: pp. 17 and 18> Kant and 


Religion. 
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the melancholic who is bored for nothing, oppose their condition while 
remaining attached to its horizons. The “otherwise” and the “elsewhere” 
they wish still belong to the here below they refuse. The desperate person 


who wills nothingness or eternal life pronounces a total refusal of the here 


below; but death, for one bent on suicide and for the believer, remains 
catastrophic. God always calls us to Himself too soon; we want the here 
below.”™° Can this principle that life offers more trouble than pleasure 
become a universal law? It is not only against the above mentioned moral 
maximum but it is also against natural law. 


Even if Kant had an ambiguous relationship towards Christianity, worship 


and the Church, he was not favorable to the Jews, as “he developed 

a system of ethics which presupposed the existence of God - but denied 
the dependence of morality upon revelation as postulated by Christian, 
or for that matter, Jewish theology. At a later stage, Kant set out to prove 
that his autonomous ethics were identical with what had been taught by 
Jesus and transmitted by Christianity through the ages. Thus Kant lent his 
secular humanistic teaching a Christian - religious garb, employing in the 
course of his presentation all the central notions of Christian theology, 
such as sin and redemption... This Kantian exercise in harmonization is 
only one of countless attempts to reinterpret Christianity to fit basically 
worldly philosophies or ideologies. From the standpoint of a Jewish 


adherent of any of these, its interweaving with Christian phraseology could 


only have a deterring effect. In the case of Kant, this was intentional: he 
stated in unequivocal terms that, unlike Christianity, Judaism could not 
be reconciled with the pure morality of his system. Indeed, his conclusion 
with regards to Jews was that, unless they wished to continue their 
ghetto-existence or even forgo emancipation, they would have to purify 
their religion or rather found a new one. This new Jewish religion, like 
Christianity, would be based on the teaching of Jesus (identical with that 
of Kant), but the Jews would not be expected to follow the interpretation 
of his teaching as evolved by the Christian Church. They should be free 
to evolve their own symbolic representation of the ethical teaching, the 
trappings of the true religion according to their own idiosyncrasies. Thus 


Kant*s conditions for Jewish political and social integration fell just short 
of a demand for conversion.”2“’ 


*“* Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity, op. cit., pp. 40-41. 

6 Cf. Ralf Ludwig, Kant fiir Anfanger - Der kategorische Imperativ. Op. cit., pp. 76-77. 

*47 Tacob Katz (editor), The Role of Religion in Modern Jewish History. Association For Jewish Studies, 
Proceedings of Regional Conferences of the Association for Jewish Studies Held at the University of 
Pennsylvania and the University of Toronto in March - April 1974, pp. 3-4. 
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Even if Kant was not exactly a friend of the Jews, his principle of moral 
imperative and his moral maximum is pointing in the same direction as 
Levinas. Nevertheless, whereas Kant in his austere philosophy has no place 
for love, this is not the same with Levinas. “Love aims at the other; it aims 
at him in his frailty. Frailty does not here mean the inferior degree of any 
attribute, the relative deficiency of a determination common to me and the 
other. Prior to the manifestation of attributes, it qualifies the otherness 
itself. To love is to fear for another, to come to the assistance ee frailty. 
In this frailty as in the dawn rises the Loved, who is beloved. 


Love in Levinas’s understanding is connected with responsibility and with 
righteousness. 


“Love your neighbour as yourself, Leviticus teaches. This sentence, quoted 
here in its modern translation, imposes a symmetry between love for all 
our neighbours and seems, as we have seen, incompatible with the idea 

of justice which pushes us to severely condemn the torturer and to show 
pity on the person who is tortured. Although the Biblical precept invites us 
to, it seems impossible to us to love them as much. In order to resolve this 
difficulty, Levinas proposes a dissymmetry between Me and My eel 
By doing this, he claims to be referring strictly to Scripture. “The Bible 

is the priority of the Other with regard to Me ... the other person pe 
goes first. This is what I have called, in Greek terms, the dissymmetry o 
interpersonal relationships.” One would look in vain, however, for the 

idea of such a dissymmetry in the sacred text. Levinas is well aware of the 
fact that the Biblical precept Love your Neighbour as yourself seems to 
contradict the saying Always let the Other go first. It is probably for this 
reason that he tries to find another translation which he alone - one must 
admit it - was the only one to defend it. 


Do not be vengeful and do not bear rancour against your people, but love 
your neighbour as yourself - it is the Lord who speaks. Only, contrary to 
what he affirms as kamokha - as yourself - is not the last word of the verse. 
The command to love one’s neighbour as oneself in fact ends with the 
proposition I am Eternal.”™° 


Levinas is showing the need for love - human love between aman and 
a woman. But this is all in the framework of divine love, “the caress, like 


48 Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity, op. cit., p. 256. were 
'” Emmanuel Levinas, Philosophie, Justice et Amour, pp. 121-139. In: Emmanuel Levinas, Entre Nous. 
Paris, Grasset & Fasquelle 1991, p. 127. 
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contact, is sensibility. But the caress transcends the sensible. It is not 

that it would feel beyond the felt, further than the senses, that it would 
seize upon a sublime food while maintaining, within its relation with this 
ultimate felt, an intention of hunger that goes unto the food promised, and 
given to, and deepening this hunger, as though the caress would be fed by 
its own hunger. The caress consists in seizing upon nothing, in soliciting 
what ceaselessly escapes its forms toward a future enough, in soliciting 
what slips away as though it were not yet. It searches, it forages. It is not an 
intentionality of disclosure but of search: a movement unto the invisible. 
Ina certain sense it expresses love, but suffers from an inability to tell it. It 
is hungry for this very expression, in an unremitting increase of hunger. 

It thus goes further than to its terms, it aims beyond an existent however 
future, which, precisely, as an existent, knocks already at the gates of 
being. The desire that animates it is reborn in its satisfaction, fed somehow 
by what is not yet, bringing us back to the virginity, forever inviolate, the 
feminine.”?°° 


The caress, the loving acceptance of the beloved is something which 
belongs to the realm between man and woman. In the Hebrew Bible 
there is the oldest witness of this love between the lover and beloved - 
symbolically between God and Israel, the Song of Songs:” 


Iam the Narcissus of Saron, 

The Lily of the Valley. 

Like the Lily between the thorns 

So is My Beloved among the young women. 

Like the Apple tree among the trees of an orchard 
So is My Beloved among the young men. 

I sat down in his shadow 

And his fruit is sweet to my palate 


Our doctors teach Shir ha - Shirim Zuta 11 “The plain of Saron is so called 
because it sings praise to Him who created the Universe. Lily is called in 
the vulgar language lliri - its leaves number six: thus, the Presence unites 
in itself the six extremities. 


Love is the most precious gift. In the New Testament God is called Love. The 
song of songs evokes the innermost feelings of the manner of loving:”25! 


*5° Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity, op. cit., pp. 257-258. 
**" Georges Vajda, traduction et notes annexés, Le commentaire d’Ezra de Gerone sur le Cantique des 
Cantiques. Pardes. Etudes et textes mystiques Juive. Paris 1969: Aubier, Montaigne, p. 67. 
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And the banner that he placed over me is love. 


ile placed four banners with, in the middle, the Field of the Presence. 
Around his throne are four Camps of Angels. Michael is on the right 

since he is the angel of Grace and Mercy, corresponding with Reuben 
whose banner is in the south, for having taken the initiative for mercy 

and deliverance. Genesis XXXVII 21 Reuben heard and saved them from 
their hands. Uriel is on the left as the angel giving out judgement and 
punishment. He corresponds with Dan whose banner was in the north for 
having eaten the idol of Micah and received the veal of Jeroboam. Gabriel 

is in front, his homologue is the tribe of Judah whose banner is in the east - 
his superiority is described in Chronicles V 2 - for Judah was stronger than 
his brothers. Raphael behind corresponds to Ephraim who was in the east 
and who needs healing on account of the sin of Jeroboam. 


in the same order the four cardinal points of the world correspond. East 
is from where light shines out towards the world: West where the snows 
are stored: South - where rains and dew benefit the world: North - where 


darkness obscures the world. 


Such is the structure of the building during the day while the faces of 

the angels are turned towards the East to accomplish their service of 
commandments of the day: at night, on the contrary their faces are turned 
\o the West in order to pray, and the order is reversed “24 


‘The angels have a key role in the understanding of Jewish mysticism. The 
angels - Sarim - are messengers of the Eternal. 


God is treating human beings according to their behavior. If human beings 
behave in a correct way, it is the midat rakhamim - the attitude of mercy. If 
however human beings misuse the divine freedom, God treats them with 
midat ha din - the attitude of stern judgment:” 


Sustain me with cakes 
Comfort me with apples 
ror Lam lovesick 


‘The cakes symbolise the great dereliction. By the use of the word here, 
allusion is made to the things that are the foundations of above and below. 
‘Ihe apples are the two Cherubims between which I am placed receiving 

a flowing from the one and the other. Lovesick / love sickness is the 
intensity of the dereliction of heart and the failure of the soul. 
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I swear to you, daughters of Jerusalem 
By the gazelles and the goats in the fields 


‘The Presence speaks to Israel: Take care that sin does not cause my 
departure. And she swears by the name of the Most Blessed - He since His 
Name constitutes his armies and through Her, symbolised by the goats in 
the fields: the same symbolism in Psalm 29 : 9 the voice of the Lord makes 
the goats give birth 


The voice of my Beloved who comes 
Leaping over the mountains 
Jumping over the hills 


The Presence recalls what happened on the twentieth day of the month of 
iyar, when the cloud lifted itself over the Dwelling of Witness 
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7. Judaism and Love 


|. God ‘s love for Israel 


In the beginning I would like to stress that God loves all people. The very act 
of creation is already an act of God's love for mankind - God wants to relate 
to the world. Thus God places the first people, Adam and Eve in paradise. 


However, it is vital for the understanding of His love to know that the 
Eternal loves Israel: 


Ov 7D OYA ONN 7D O52 77971 Ad2 AW pwn onya-20 OI xX? 
AVAWAT NN WAI OIANX A? NAAN °D 


M2) TID PIN 7D OINN TA NVI DMN? Yaw] Ws 
SON TI AID Pd OT 


It is not because you are the most numerous of peoples that the Lord set 
His heart on you and chose you - indeed, you are the smallest of peoples; 
but it was because the Lord favored you and kept the oath He made to 
your fathers that the Lord freed you with a mighty hand and rescued 
you from the house of bondage, from the power of Pharaoh, king of 


Egypt. 
Deuteronomy 7:7-8 


Love here is specifically destined for Israel - God loves his people for his 
own sake. Do you remember how you first fell in love? I do. God loved Israel 
because he favored the nation. Some people can like and others dislike the 
Jews or Israel. Not all Jews are intrinsically holy. But the Torah teaches the 
Jews a very high standard of ethics. I would like to give a commentary on 
this text of the Torah by the Spanish Rabbi Abraham Sabba. He was born 
in 1440 in Zamora, Spain. He was an important kabbalist. Prior to the 
expulsion of the Jews from Spain, Rabbi Sabba occupied pulpits in wealthy 
communities in Castile, but we do not know precisely in which towns he 
held office. Before the expulsion of the Jews from Spain, Rabbi Sabba was 
critical of even the observant Jews in his community, who were, according 
to his words, more concerned with their own honor than with the honor 
due to the Torah and God. After the expulsion of the Jews from Spain 

in 1492, he moved to Guimarayes in Portugal. When possession of any 
Hebrew texts became punishable by death, and he was told about this as 

a warning when in Lisbon, he buried the remnants of his library under an 
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olive tree. After six months of incarceration, during which period he had 

to witness the torture and murder of the closest members of his family, he 
succeeded in boarding a vessel. The destination was the coast of Western 
Morocco. He introduced the Zohar to Jews in North Africa together with 
other surviving Jews. When he arrived in Morocco, the local Jews appointed 
him as their rabbi. In this time he wrote the Torah Commentary Tzror 

ha Mor - [the Hebrew words come from the Song of Songs and mean 

‘a bouquet of fragrant myrrh.’] The work was printed posthumously for the 
first time in 1522 in Venice. His Torah Commentary saw 4 reprints during 
that century, and a translation into Latin. Translating Jewish commentaries 
on the Torah into Latin was not such a rarity, as parts of R. Isaac Arama’‘s 
Akedat Jitzh’ ak [The offering of Isaac - the accurate translation is - the 
binding of Isaac] on sections of the Book of Genesis were even required 
reading in Latin for Jesuit colleges in the 17" century. His commentary on 
the above mentioned verses from the Torah says the following: “the Lord 
your God selected you to be a treasured nation.” Deuteronomy 7:7 


This will become manifest in the world of disembodied souls after death. 
Your presence in that domain will be due to your having been a holy nation 
while on earth, O°7Y77790 OII79_ NX? 


“and not because you were numerically greater than any of the other 
nations.” 


[If] I understand this correctly, Moses chose the example of numerical 
strength as only.one of numerous other attributes that might have 
influenced God selecting this nation, seeing that never in history did 
the Jewish people represent an outstandingly numerous people. The 

only consideration that prompted God to choose you as special was 

oy 79 092177 x1, “that God loved your essence.” It is the fact that 
you are the only nation, plus the fact AYIWA-NN awn 


OD N12? YIw1 Wk“that He honored the oath He had sworn to your 
forefathers,” which prompted Him to use “Tl 7 “a strong hand,” [i.e. 
He interfered in the natural cause of history, Ed.] in order to orchestrate 
your Exodus from Egypt.”’> 


© Rabbi Abraham Sabba, TZROR HAMOR (A bouquet of fragrant myrrh) Torah Commentary. Vol. 
V - Deuteronomy. Translated and annotated by Eliyahu Munk. Lambda Publishers. New York and 
Jerusalem 2008, pp. 1841-1842. 
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Love is here presented not as purely spiritual but as an action towards the 
liberation of the Hebrew slaves to become a free people in the land of Israel. 


Love can be platonic, can be erotic, but here love is in the form of two 
things - election and liberation from Egypt. 


In fact, Moses was not very eager to be God‘s appointed who will liberate 
the people from Egypt: 


“Who am I...? Of what importance am I that I should speak with kings?” 
Exodus 3:11 


“And that I should free the Israelites...?” Even if1 am of some importance, 
how have the Israelites deserved a miracle, that I should free them from 


Egypt?” 


Moses resists God's invitation to mediate redemption: neither he nor the 
people are fit for this new stage of experience. God answers Moses, on his 
second, more puzzling objection; after all, why would Moses be portrayed 
as skeptical about the people, when the very basis of his relations with 
them is clearly compassion and outrage at their pain? “This shall be a sign 
for you that it was I who sent you: when you free the people from Egypt, 
you shall worship God at this mountain.” Exodus 3:12 


Rashi comments: 


About your question how do the people deserve to be freed from Egypt? 

I have a great thing/word (davar) about this liberation, for they are 
destined to receive the Torah at this mountain three months after their 
liberation from Egypt.””?5° 


‘The event of Israel’s liberation from Egypt is the act of liberation and thus 
it is an act of love. The Jews were in Egypt in exile. They suffered hard 
oppression. What is most important in the above mentioned text from the 
Torah is the fact that Israel is God's first love. God loves all people - but 
Israel is the first love, or in the words of Rabbi Loew, as will be explained in 
chapter seven. 


' A\G. Zornberg, The Particulars of Rapture. Reflections on Exodus. New York and London 2000. 
Doubleday, p. 27. 
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ll. Gods name and the meaning of existence in Heidegger and Levinas 


The Eternal God tells Moses His name 0% WRX AN - which is usually 
translated “I am who I am’ but actually means a promise to the future: 
“T will be who I will be,” or “I will be with you” or “I will be with this 
people.” 


One of the medieval Italian Rabbis, Seforno, commented on this difficult 
passage of the Bible with the following words: ““They ask me, “What is his 
name?” Exodus 3:13 


A name describes the individual features of a person, Being or what 
makes him distinctive. The people could therefore be expected to ask 
Moses in what manner this God whose messenger he claimed to be had 
distinguished Himself as being special, different from other gods. 


“PAN WR PAN - Twill be who I will be” Exodus 3:14 


Tam an independent existence, not subject to influences by other 
phenomena or even caused by them. Seeing that this is so it follows that 

I love existing, and being that exists. As a corollary to this I love of Mine 
for existence, it follows that I deeply resent anything or anyone who tries 
to terminate such an existing being from continuing to do so. The prophet 
Ezekiel 18:32 phrased this thought as “for I do not desire the death of 
him that dies.” From this it follows that I must love righteousness and 
justice, the objective of both virtues being the continued existence of all 
who deserve it. At the same time, it follows that I must hate injustice and 
cruelty as these vices are apt to terminate the existence of the victims 

of these vices. Clearly, then, this God must hate the violence and cruelty 
perpetrated on you by the Egyptians.””*5* 


We have to ask here, what actually is existence? In the Hebrew language 
the most common words for existence are two: the first means to exist and 
bring into being. 


254 MIKRAOT GEDOLOT Multi- Commentary on the Torah. New York and Jerusalem 2006: Lambda 
Publishing. Translated and annotated by Eliyahu Munk. Volume III, p. 934. 
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iwi [havay*a]*etymologically derived from the verb 710 [hove] - to be 
in modern Hebrew2® and to become2** in the Biblical Hebrew. The second 
word is Mx’ [metsi* out] which exists in medieval and modern Hebrew, 
however not in Biblical Hebrew, and is derived from the word NVNIN’S2 

| metsi* outi* ot] and means 1) existence. 2) reality, actuality.”” 


| write this because “words are the source of misunderstanding.”*** The 
English word for existence: “is based on Latin “exsistent - “coming into 
being.”’259 


in the twentieth century the two greatest philosophers, the German Martin 
Heidegger [1889-1985] and the French Jewish thinker Emmanuel Levinas 

| 1906-1995] have completely different opinions about being. Whereas 
Heidegger uses the German word Dasein for being and existence in the 
positive meaning, the French philosopher Levinas says that this Dasein or 
in French il y a existence, the literal translation is ‘there is, there are’ - is 
anonymous and empty. Let me quote both of them to understand the recent 
history of continental philosophy. Heidegger starts his masterpiece ‘Being 
and Time’ with the following inscription: “The Necessity, Structure, and 
Priority of the Question of Being” - and he continues, “The question has 
today been forgotten. Even though in our time we deem it progressive 

\o give our approval to ‘metaphysics’ again, it is held that we have been 
exempted from exertions of newly rekindled questions about being. Yet 
the question we are touching upon is not just any question. It is one which 
provided a stimulus for the researchers of Plato and Aristotle, only to 
subside from them as a theme for actual investigation. What these two men 
achieved was to persist through many alterations and ‘retouchings’ down 
to the ‘logic’ of Hegel. And what they wrested with the utmost intellectual 
effort from the phenomena, fragmentary and incipient though it was, has 
long since become trivialized.” 


’ Ernest Klein, A Comprehensive Etymological Dictionary of the Hebrew Language For The Readers Of 
Unglish. Jerusalem 1987. Carta, p. 142. i 
© ‘The Brown - Driver - Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon. Peabody, Massachusetts 1996: Hendrickson 
Publishers, p. 217. 

Ernest Klein, A Comprehensive Etymological Dictionary of the Hebrew Language For The Readers of 

English. Op. cit., p. 375. 

" Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, The Little Prince. Translated by Stuart Gilbert. London and New York 
1995, Penguin Classics, p. 70. otha ; 

' Illustrated Oxford Dictionary. London and New York 1998: Dorling Kindersley Limited and Oxford 
University Press, p. 277. i i 
“ Martin Heidegger, Being and Time. Translated by John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson. San 
l'rancisco 2008: Harper, p. 2. 


162 Reflections on Jewish Mysticism 


However this being of Heidegger is very impersonal. Levinas puts his 
longing for being under severe criticism: “Let us imagine all beings, 
things and persons, reverting to nothingness. One cannot put this return 
to nothingness outside of all events. But what of this nothingness itself ? 
Something would happen, if only night and the silence of nothingness.” 


This can all happen in our age, when there are many dangers to the very 
life of our planet Earth. Not only the U.S.A. and Russia have atomic bombs, 
but many, very many other countries such as India, Pakistan, Israel, France 
have them - and we are now witnessing how Iran tries to get the atomic 
bomb, which would be very dangerous not only for Israel but also for many 
others, including neighboring Moslem states. The image of doom - the 
reverting of all into nothingness, is - twenty five years after Levinas’ s 
death not only a possibility, it is a menace that hangs over all humankind. 


But I would like Levinas to finish his idea: “One can also speak of different 
forms of night that occur right in the daytime. Illuminated objects can 
appear to us as though in twilight shapes. Like the unreal, invented city 

we find after an exhausting trip, things and beings strike us as though they 
no longer composed a world, and were swimming in the chaos of their 
existence. Such is also the case with the ‘fantastic’, ‘hallucinatory’ reality in 
poets like Rimbaud, even when they name the most familiar things and the 
most accustomed beings.”?°? 


I started this section about God's love for Israel, I tried to delve into the 
word essence, but this essay is about love. Maybe Rimbaud is the poet who 
can create the atmosphere of love. 


Arthur Rimbaud 
Sensation? 


On the blue summer evenings, I shall go down the paths, 
Getting pricked by the corn, crushing the short grass: 
In a dream I shall feel its coolness on my feet. 

I shall let the wind bathe my bare head. 


761 Emmanuel Levinas, “There is: Existence without Existents.” pp. 29-37. In: The Levinas Reader. Edited 
by Sean Hand. Translated by Alphonso Lingis. Blackwell. Oxford U.K. and Cambridge U.S.A. 1999, 

p. 30. 

262 Thid., pp. 31-32. 

*° Arthur Rimbaud - Poems: Sensation www.mag4.net/Rimbaud/poesies/SensationE.html 
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{ shall not speak, I shall think about nothing: 

But endless love will mount in my soul; 

| shall travel far, very far, like a gipsy, 

Through the countryside - as happy as if I were with a woman. 


Arthur Rimbaud wrote this poem in March 1870 in French. ‘Endless love 
will mount in my soul’ - man’s deepest longing is for love. For man itis 
love for God, and also the feeling, ‘as happy as if I were with a woman. 


Emmanuel Levinas stresses the existing, loving, the present fact of 
the event of love. He does not deny the geniality of Heidegger: You ; 
know, when I pay homage to Heidegger, it is always costly to me, of his 
incontestable brilliance, as you know.” 


Man longs for light and for the Sun. But nighttime is also good - for sleep. 
But what if a man suffers from insomnia? Levinas, even though he held 
Heidegger in high esteem, was afraid of the “Heideggerian night” of being 

which is in his words the impersonal there is: “ The monotonous presence 
that bears down on us in insomnia. 


‘The rustling of there is ... is horror. We have noted the way it insinuates 
itself in the night, as an undetermined menace of space itself disengaged 
from its functions as a receptacle for objects, as a means of access to beings. 
Let us look further into this. 


To be conscious is to be torn away from the there is, since the existence of 

a consciousness constitutes a subjectivity, a subject of existence, that is, 

to some extent, a master of being, already a name in the anonymity of the 
night. Horror is somehow a movement which will strip consciousness of its 
very ‘subjectivity’. Not in lulling into unconsciousness, but in throwing it 
into an impersonal vigilance, a participation..."?* 


1 Emmanuel Levinas, Of God who comes to Mind. Translated by B. Bergo. Stanford 2000. Stanford 


University Press, p. 92. ; M i 
“” Emmanuel Levinas, “There is: Existence without Existents.’ Op. cit., p. 32 
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Ill. Gnosticism against Judaism and Christiani i i 
ant istianity. The idea of love in 


In Europe after World War II, there was a feeling that God had abandoned 


the people. The church was not abl i 
; e to give answe A 
of man. 8 rs to the acute questions 


A French author, Roger Bésus, expressed a deep longing for love, when he 

bi i I ae say, ‘I love you’ in the novel, why couldn‘tI say it in my 
ite? So I say without any rhetoric: ‘I love you.’ Th is bei 7a 

it however a reduction?” : i nd 


Whereas in the novel or in the 
poem we are able to say: “I love you, it i 
much more difficult in human life.” ‘A aa 


But the human heart has a longing for love. Th iti igi 
. The traditional religions speak 
about the day of judgment. In the poetry of modern authors thie jndenee 
Picea ae ~ will be of love: “Day of the judgment! You, youngest of all 
ays! 


When will you break into my night?””*’ 


Many people believe that whereas the God of the Old Testament is cruel 
the God of the New Testament is love. Indeed, coming out from the 
hypothesis that the New Testament was originally written in Hebrew of 
the French scholar Claude Tresmontant”®*: In different introductions to the 
New Testament which are being published nowadays in Germany, England 
and elsewhere it is claimed that the Gospels emerged only later eel 

end of the first century. According to these books before the Goapele were 
written down, for a long time the content of the Gospels was transmitted 
orally...As time went on, I deepened my knowledge of my Hebrew librar 
and behind every Greek sentence I found the Hebrew structure of the 4 
sentence...'The four gospels and most of the other writings of the New 
Testament are evidently translations from the original Hebrew texts. 


4 the first two centuries there was a movement, mostly of Hellenistic and 
astern origin, which influenced both early Judaism and Christianity. This 


ce J. R . Bésous, Pour l'amour, Paris 1966: Albin Michel, p. 9. 
yi Ds ee ri eaten Be Stuttgart 1970: Reclams Universal Bibliothek, p. 16 

ébreu. Paris 1983: de Guibert. I have at my disposal only th aslation 
Tresmontant, Hebrejsky Kristus. Jazyk a stati CBma20g. ree ea 
anes Jazyk a stari evangelif. Brno 2004. 
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movement was called Gnosticism. Many of the Gnostics believed in two 
gods - the bad god - the creator of the world, and the good god, Jesus. It was 
“primarily that religion of salvation in late antiquity which posited an evil, 
secondary god who created this world, making it impossible for any other 
but the elect, by virtue of their knowledge (gnosis) of the high god to find 


salvation.”?”° 
‘The concept of God as cruel in the Old Testament and having the image of 
love in the New Testament is an invention of the Gnostics and especially of 


Marcion: 


“Marcion is a strict docetist [a Gnostic doctrine that claims that Jesus had 
not a physical body, only a spiritual body that had the appearance of our 
human body]: Christ is not born from a woman but comes down from the 
heaven of the good god as an adult person in the 15" year of the Emperor 
‘Tiberius (29 A.D.). The substance of his body resembles that of the angels. 
He preaches the gospel of the good god to all human beings, offering 
redemption from the creator's law and judgment to all who believe in 
him and his father. Christ gives his own life to the Demiurge as the price 
for the liberation of believers... He takes their souls into the heaven of 
his father; the material bodies cannot enter the heavenly realm. The 
doctrine of Christ*s descent to the underworld is of particular importance 
for Marcion: as the good god did not reveal himself before the coming of 
Christ, his preaching to the souls of the dead is the only chance for them 
to hear the gospel and to believe. Indeed, the pagans and the sinners of 
the Old Testament follow him immediately, while the holy persons of the 
Hebrew Bible, who belong to the Demiurge, do not trust Christ and stay 
behind. (Irenaeus, Adversus Haereses I, 27, 3) The Demiurge will also send 
his son, the Messiah of the Old Testament. He has not yet come. He will be 
a warrior and re-establish the kingdom of the Jews (Tertullian, Adversus 
Marcionem III, 21-24). The period between the resurrection of Christ and 
his second coming is a time of suffering for Christian believers because 
they are hated and persecuted by the creator god. When Christ comes 
again, he will not judge the sinners himself, but will hand them over to 
the creator to judge and punish them (Tertullian, Adv. Marc. I, 27, 6-28, I; 
(I, 11, 3). Perhaps after this had happened, the creator with his adherents 
and with his whole world will perish in his own fire.”””! We can see that, 
even if Marcion’s theories were condemned by the above mentioned 


"0 Alan F, Segal, Two Powers in Heaven. Leiden 1977: EJ. Brill, p. 3. 
\ Wouter J. Hanegraff, Dictionary of Gnosis and Western Esotericism. Boston and Leiden 2006, 


p. 796. 
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Christian contemporaries, parts of them are still alive in Christianity even 
today. Only few pastors, evangelists or ministers preach on the texts of 
the Hebrew Bible and think that the God of the Hebrew Bible is somewhat 
cruel, whereas the God of the New Testament is love. 


Going from the hypothesis of Tresmontant, maybe the most important text, 
most probably originally written in Hebrew, is: 


MAAN NWT OTN D OTN - NN YP UPN DAN ND WRI 
Whoever does not love does not know God, for God is love. 1 John 4:8 


In the Greek original [according to the majority of theologians] the word, 
which is used in this text is Agape. Agape refers to the paternal love of God 
for man and for man by God but it is extended to include a brotherly love 
for all humanity. The Christian translators of Plato such as St. Augustine 
employed the use that this love is beauty, whereas Aquinas, on the other 
hand, picked up on the Aristotelian theories of friendship and as God is the 
most rational being and hence the most deserving of one’s love, respect, 
and considerations. | 


IV. Jews and Christians worship the same God. The Eternal is Merciful and 
Kind 


Whereas the Gnostic theories, as for example Marcion’s, are based upon 
the conviction that there are two gods, we know today that there is only 
One God and even the Jews know that the Christians address in their 
prayers the same God as the Jews. In the National Jewish Scholar Project in 
the year 2002 more than 200 Jewish academicians from the world wrote 
among other things: 


1) Jews and Christians worship the same God. Before the rise of 
Christianity, Jews were the only worshippers of the God of Israel. 
But Christians also worship the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob; 
creator of heaven and earth. While Christian worship is not a viable 
religious choice for Jews, as Jewish theologians we rejoice that, 
through Christianity, hundreds of millions of people have entered 
into relationship with the God of Israel. 

2) Jews and Christians seek authority from the same book - the Bible 
(what Jews call “Tanakh” and Christians call the “Old Testament”). 
Turning to it for religious orientation, spiritual enrichment, and 
communal education, we each take away similar lessons: God 
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created and sustains the universe; God established the covenant 
with the people of Israel, Gods revealed word guides Israel to a life 
of righteousness; and God will utterly redeem Israel and the whole 
world. Yet, Jews and Christians interpret the Bible differently on 
many points. Such differences must always be respected." 


Even if God is called love in the New Testament, he is also love in the 
Hebrew Bible: 


PY NWI OND TON TNT NANT TONTIT. DDR TAN PINT a WN TWP VP 
mum ywpr 


‘The Lord! The Lord! a God compassionate and gracious, slow to anger, 
abounding in kindness and faithfulness, extending kindness to the 
thousandth generation, forgiving iniquity, transgression, and sin. Exodus 
34:6-7 


Nahmanides, one of the most important kabbalists explains this verse: 
“The Eternal wants to bring all the good to [Moses]. And he [Moses] cried 
“71 ONT ON A 77 ‘The Lord! The Lord! A God compassionate 

and gracious, slow to anger, abounding in kindness and faithfulness, 
extending kindness to the thousandth generation...” these three words 

lin Hebrew the name of the Lord is repeated twice, but remains the same 
word, and then follow the other two words]. These are the holy names. And 
(he sages call them dimensions, because they are [the first dimension] the 
way of repentance. 


‘This is the dimension of God's mercy and the measure of His goodness, and 
the name of the dimension is blessed God. And see, this is the dimension 
which occurs in man. There are eight dimensions, The Lord! The Lord! 

A God compassionate and gracious, and all of the dimensions altogether 
(vom the other side are tripled. Indeed, there are eight dimensions and 
these dimensions are pronounced in the names, because ‘compassionate 
and gracious, slow to anger is the name of the supreme God. That is why it 
is not said ‘A God who takes mercy and is gracious and extends [the time] 
when he will be angry, because the verbal nouns are contained in these 
dimensions. And he is ‘abounding in kindness, slow to anger, extendin g 
kindness to the thousandth generation’ because he remembered His 
kindness to the house of Israel.”?” 


www.jcrelations.net/en/ Dabru Emet ~ A Jewish Statement on Christians and Christianity. 
Nahmanides, Commentary to the Torah. (Hebrew). Op. cit., Volume I, p. 522. 
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Nahmanides was not only a Kabbalist, but also a Talmudist. Actually, the 
Kabbalah started already in the time of the Talmud. 


One of the interesting passages in the Talmud commenting on the above 
mentioned God*s mercy and love is the following: 


“TN? N27 NIT PNW? -'To those that hate Him, He does not delay 
payment, for their good deeds, O°01723 O°7°7¥7 “NX” DIN but He does 
delay payment to the totally righteous for their good deeds. He 
postpones their reward to the World to Come, where they can receive 
the full extent of reward they deserve. "1? ]2 YWWP 727 NT - And 
this is the essence what R* Yehoshua ben Levi said: 2°07 °ND - What 
is the meaning of that which is written: “ON Wy) orn T1Yn DIX WN — 
You shall keep the commandment which I command you today to do them? 
(Deuteronomy 7:11) mwy> on - Today, i.e. this world, was made to them 
to do to them [the commandments]; amwy> ann xd) - not tomorrow, 
in the World to Come. O73¥ 22p9 “nay "mwy> opm" - Today was made 
to do them; tomorrow, the World to Come, was made for receiving their 
reward. 


? 


POM 12 WNW IT NPN IT TN - RY Chaggai said - and others 
say it was R’ Shmuel bar Nachmani who said: 2°27 °X) - What is the 
meaning of that which is written: ,0°DX 718“ - Slow to anger. (Literally: 
longer to anger] 77 °Y2 4X 778 - It should have said -slow to anger 
using the singular form 4\\, why does it use the plural form ,,0°Dx“? NON 
~ Rather, the plural word 0°28 which literally means faces [this word 
actually means face or countenance], is meant to convey two attitudes: 
OPIS? DDK TN He is slow showing a jubilant face to the righteous, ie. 
He delays their reward until the World to Come, O'YW17 DDX TN - and 
He is slow in showing an angry face to the wicked, i.e. He delays their 
punishment until the World to Come.”2” 


We can see from the above mentioned tractate from the Babylonian Talmud 
that the God of the Hebrew Bible is good. God is pure goodness. Not only 
the God of the Hebrew Bible, but since the beginning of human history 
people wanted to know God's laws. Thus a very old, pre-Islamic Persian 
poem says: 


“Spirit of Holiness! When shall I face to face 
Thee and the Good - Mind see, and bounteous Ahura‘s throne, 


*”4 Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Eruvin . New York 1990: Mesorah - Art Scroll. Eruvin 21 a. 
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And the Divine Obedience? Through this sacred prayer 
May we in might ward off the wicked by your tongue! 


‘That by these laws I may for all eternity 
‘Ihe grace of Holiness preserve and the Good - Mind, do Thou 


‘Teach me, from Thine own soul, by Thine own mouth, 


‘To preach Those laws whereby the world primeval first was made.”””° 


V. Love that is based only on human senses is false. 


What is love? This is maybe the most difficult of all questions in Nani 
One of the stories in the Hebrew Bible depicts that love is inextricably 
intertwined with hatred. Martin Buber put it in these words: 


You speak of love as if it were the only relationship between men; ae 
are you even justified in choosing it as an example, seeing that there is also 


hatred? 


As long as love is “blind” - that is, as long as it does not see a whole a 

it does not yet truly stand under the basic relation. Hatred remains a : 
by its very nature; one can hate only part ofa being. Whoever Be _ he 
being and must reject it, is no longer in the dominion of hatred but in 


limitation of the capacity to say You.”””° 


i Man even does 
In fact love is often blind and does not see the whole person. . 
; * know that he can hurt a lot by this blind love. The following example 
from the Hebrew Bible can be a good example, that love is not always 


a blessing: 


Some time passed. David’s son Absalom hada beautiful sister whose name 
was Tamar; and David*s son Amnon fell in love with her. Amnon was so 
tormented that he made himself ill because of his sister Tamar, for she was 
a virgin it seemed impossible to Amnon to do anything to her. But se 
had a friend whose name was Jonadab, the son of David s brother S ci hf 
and Jonadab was a very crafty man. He said to him, “O son of aK oe : y 
are you haggard morning after morning? Will you not tell me?” Amnon sé 


» James Hope Moulton, Early Religious Poetry of Persia. New York and Edinburgh 1911. Cambridge 


University Press, pp. 89-90. t fg 
ae ae Thou. Translated from the German by Walter Kaufmann. New York 1996; 


louchstone, pp. 67 - 68. 
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irgi i i ible 
‘amar that he became sick; for she was a virgin, and it seemed imposs 


to him, “I love Tamar, my brother Absalom’s sister.” onadab said to him, 
io Amnon to do anything to her. 2 Samuel 13:27 


“Lie down on your bed, and pretend to be ill; and when your father comes 
to see you, say to him, ‘Let my sister Tamar come and give me something 

to eat, and prepare the food in my sight, so that I may see it and eat it from 
her hand.” So Amnon lay down, and pretended to be ill; and when the king 
came to see him, Amnon said to the king, “Please let my sister Tamar come 
and make a couple of cakes in my sight, so that I may eat from her hand.” 


Then David sent home to Tamar, saying, “Go to your brother Amnon‘s 
house, and prepare food for him.” So Tamar went to her brother Amnon‘s 
house, where he was laying down. She took dough, kneaded it, made cakes 
in his sight, and baked the cakes. Then she took the pan and set them 

out before him, but he refused to eat. Amnon said, “Send out everyone 
from me.” So everyone went out from him. Then Amnon said to Tamar, 
“Bring the food into the chamber, so that I may eat from your hand.” So 
Tamar took the cakes she had made, and brought them into the chamber 
to Amnon’‘s brother. But when she brought them near him to eat, he took 
hold of her, and said to her, “Come, lie with me, my sister.” She answered 
him, “No, my brother, do not force me; for sucha thing is not done in Israel; 
do not do anything so vile! As for me, where could I carry my shame? And 
as for you, you would be as one of the scoundrels in Israel. Now therefore, 
I beg you, speak to the king; for he will not withhold me from you;” But he 
would not listen to her; and being stronger than she, he forced her and lay 
with her. 


Then Amnon was seized with a very great loathing for her; indeed, his 
loathing was even greater than the lust he had felt for her; “Get out!” No, 
my brother; for this wrong in sending me away is greater than the other 
that you did to me.” But he would not listen to her. He called the young man 
who served him and said, “Put this woman out of my presence, and bolt the 
door after her.” 2 Samuel 13: 1-17 


How did Amnon act? In the beginning the Bible says that he loved Tamar, 
TT - 72 TAN FARR TaN FAawi 7] nm 17 - ja o>ward JD = AN OF) - 
Some time passed. David's son Absalom had a beautiful sister whose name 
was Tamar; and Davids son Amnon fell in love with her. 


2 Samuel 13:1.?”7 *pya xb5%) 09 TDINI°D INnN Hn ava nnn? paaKd 7377 
TIN 72 Mwy? TMX Amnon was so distraught because of his [half] sister 


*” Tused up to here the translation of the Bible of the New Revised Standard Version. London 1988: 
Harper Collins. 


Whereas in 2 Samuel 13:1 the term 278") (veyaahe’ va) is ped he loved 
her-in 2 Samuel 13:2the term 72n Taya nYyn7 (lehit*lavot ba‘avur 


j r 
'amar) is used which means: Amon was dependent on Tama 


‘this is a great difference. 


Love can be understood as : 
i ternal love for a child)” 
1) “strong affection for another (ma 
; ett ts based on sexual desire; strong affection and tenderness 


felt by lovers.”?”° ae 


0 STON JTTAN ,PWH APY ADN-I72 IN OWN? TDW IW Pray il (1 
(7 no pwa Pw) FaANT nx M399 YIP XN? O37 
ma obw ,orpn anpwa °on (2 


Love is: 


i i i ds another man or thing, 
1) Adeep inner (e)motion, affinity towar 
a ane fondness and desire, sas ae eras Cae pampering. 
' f Songs 8:7). 
Vast floods cannot quench love’ (Song o 
2) Relatiouihip in the family, standard behavior which brings peace to 


the home.”2®° 


Was Amnon'’s relationship towards Tamar really love? In an English song 


there is this lyric: 


First I want to make it, 
Then I want to break it... 


In the beginning, he sexually desired her. In the framework of con 
love between man and woman, including erotic love which is cate in 
the Song of Songs, is destined for marriage. As one of the greatest Bible 


, i iladelphis 
” Here I used the Jewish Publication Society translation, JPS Hebrew - English TANAK. Phil idelphia 
2.003. ; 
ily Dicti : Press. Page 409. 
sla ily Dictionary. London 1984: Chancellor hehe 
sia prised he pelopedic Sapphire Dictionary of Hebrew. Israel 1988. Vol. 1. See under 


“Love”, p. 46. 
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commentators of the Modernity Malbim writes, “ 
s, “Rw? | Pan 
eae MPN 12 7A Rw wr 


Understand that he had no hope that he would raise her to his woman.””*! 


Amnon sexually desired Tamar - which was actually not love - even 
when we have here the Hebrew word for love - 727% (ahava) - but it was 
actually only lust. A medieval Hebrew commentator Rabbi David Kimhi 
comments on the first verse in which Amnon allegedly loves: 

WN A TPN AN AAW IW .nyNT> - he was so dependent upon he 
that from his desire [lust] he became ill.”2°2 ; : 


After he reached his goal and violated Tamar, he hated her: 
Sole, 2 PIX TI~ WON HaAaX WR TIANA INI Wks TNIWwA 


Then Amnon felt a very great loathing for her; his loathing was greater 
than the passion he felt for her. And Amnon said to her: “Get out!” 


2 Samuel 13:15 - even if this translation of the Jewish Publication Society 
is not absolutely true - it should read: “the hatred changed to be much 
stronger than he [before] loved her.” 


Malbim, one of the best interpreters of the modernity, writes 
commenting on this verse: “After the lust was satiated, the spark or 
love was extinguished, and what remained was only the selfish love for 
himself [Amnon] and this spark of love seemed to this scoundrel as an 
abomination.”283 


Amnon in fact never loved Tamar - he only felt lust for h 
satiated his lust, he hated Tamar. 2 ie ee ey 
VI. Wisdom of God, Lilith — the first wife of Adam and the creation of Eve 


Love is connected with wisdom. The auth 
) i or of the apoc 
wisdom writes: ng thd evs 


281 Mik‘ raot Ge’ d 
ae sls e dolot, The Books of Samuel. (Hebrew) Jerusalem 1999: Feldheim, p- 128. 
%88 Thid., p. 131. 
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(1) Before He appointed me to attend the Throne of Glory, the Holy 
One, blessed be He, opened to me three hundred thousand gates of 
Understanding, three hundred thousand gates of Subtlety, three 
hundred thousand gates of Life, three hundred thousand gates 
of ‘grace and loving-kindness’, three hundred thousand gates of 
love, three hundred thousand gates of the Torah, three hundred 
thousand gates of meekness, three hundred thousand gates of 
maintenance, three hundred thousand gates of mercy, three 
hundred thousand gates of fear of heaven. 

(2) In that hour the Holy One, blessed be He, added in me wisdom unto 
wisdom, understanding unto understanding, subtlety unto subtlety, 
knowledge unto knowledge, mercy unto mercy, instruction unto 
instruction, love unto love, loving - kindness unto loving-kindness, 
goodness unto goodness, meekness unto meekness, power unto 
power, strength unto strength, might unto might, splendor unto 
splendor, and I was honored and adorned with all these good and 
praiseworthy things more than all the children of heaven.”?* 


We can agree that love without wisdom is not only unwise, but as we have 
just seen from the example of Tamar, it can hurt a lot. True love requires 
understanding and wisdom. 


| wanted to show from the example of Amnon and Tamar that love is not 
only nice and beautiful but can be connected with hatred, as was the case 


with Amnon. 


Actually, the first love between man and woman was Adam and Eve. Only 
(ew people know that in the framework of the Jewish tradition the first 


wife of Adam was Lilith: 


“Midrashic literature expands the legends that Adam, having parted from 
his wife after it had been ordained “that they should die, begat demons 
from spirits that had attached themselves to him. It is said that “he was 
encountered by a Lilith named Piznai who, taken by his beauty, lay with 
him and bore male and female demons.” The firstborn of this demonic 
union was Agrimas (See L. Ginzberg, Legends of the Jews, 5, 1925). The 
offspring of this Lilith fill the world. A transmuted version of this legend 
appears in the Alphabet of Ben Sira, a Midrash of the geonic period, which 
sets out to explain the already widespread custom of writing amulets 


| 3 ENOCH The Hebrew Book of Enoch. Edited and Translated by Hugo Oldenberg. Cambridge 1928, 


pp. 23-25. 
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against Lilith. Here she is identified with the “first Eve,” who was created 
from the earth at the same time as Adam, and who, unwilling to forgo her 
equality, disputed with him the manner of their intercourse. Pronouncing 
the Ineffable Name, she flew off into the air; at Adam‘s request, the 
Almighty sent after her three angels, who, finding her in the Red Sea, 
threatened that if she did not return, 100 of her sons would die every day. 
She refused, claiming that she was expressly created to harm newborn 
infants. However, she had to swear that whenever she saw the image of 
those angels in an amulet, she would lose her power over the infant. Here 
the legend concerning the wife of Adam who preceded the creation of Eve 
(Genesis 2) merges with the earlier legend of Lilith asa demon who kills 
infants and endangers women in childbirth. This later version of the myth 
has many parallels in Christian literature from Byzantine (which probably 
preceded it) and later periods. The female demon is known by different 
names, many of which reappear in the same or slightly altered forms in the 
literature of practical Kabbalah (as, for example, the name Obizoth from 
the Testament of Solomon), and the place of the angels is taken by three 
similar saints. The legend also found its way into Arabic demonology, where 
Lilith is known as Karina, Tabi’a or “the mother of the infants,”285 


Abraham ibn Ezra (1089-1164) writes in his commentary on the book of 
Genesis”** that when God created Eve, Adam shouted: 


“This at least is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh; this one shall be 
called Woman, for out of Man this one was taken. Therefore a man leaves 
his father and they become one flesh.” 

Genesis 2:23- 24 


Ov57 Nxt This at least (actually the translation of the New Revised 
Standard Version is not correct) - the proper translation is - this time, and 
Abraham Ibn Ezra continues, “this time God found me an adequate help 
[unlike Lilith] which was taken out of me. The story concerning Lilith is 
only a Midrash. [an allegorical story - interpretation’”*’ 


In this statement Abraham ibn Ezra wanted to express that this time it 
is really his missing part, his friend - and together with her he will be 
complete. 


*S Encyclopedia Judaica, CD - Rom edition, Jerusalem 1977. See under “Lilith” - 3 pages, p. 1. 
°° Abraham Ibn Esras Kommentar zur Urgeschichte. Berlin and New York 1996. Walter de Gruyter. 
287 Thid.,;p. 95, 
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‘This notion of completeness is older than Adam. In the beginning, 
according to many religious traditions, man and woman was one being 


androgynous. 


nxt (lazot) - that is why “this expression means - because of her Ben 
actually the preposition (le) means towards her. Ibn Ezra continues, 
“hecause of this - because she was taken from my body and my bones, she 


will be called WX 


(isha) - woman.”*° There are two words in Hebrew for man - one is O7N ; 
‘his is the word used here and the second is w1iX (enosh) - and from this is 


the plural for women 


ow (nashim) - which is plural only for women and not for man, because : 
this is O°w2X (anashim) men. Ezra‘s arguments are that originally man an 
woman were one androgynous being.” 


VI. Love between woman and her lover in the Song of Songs 


\t is vital to know that here in Prague there lived in the sixteenth century 

a man who changed the history of Jewish mysticism. It was Judah me 
Prague. In a while I will extensively quote from his work. Now I would i e 
\o give the opinion of Professor Sherwin about Rabbi Loew's mysticism: 


“Judah Loew's writings made a significant impact upon the two major a 
trends in the history of Jewish mysticism which flourished after his dea : 
Sabbateanism and Hassidism . One may discover Loew's influences in the 
writings of Nathan of Gaza, the principal Sabbatean theologian. Nathan s 
idea of salvation by faith rather than by deeds, an atypical notion in the 
history of Jewish messianism, may be traced directly to Loew's treatise on 
imessianism, the Nezah Israel [Eternity of Israel]...Abraham Isaac Kook, 
(who died in 1935), was considered by many to be the last great Jewish . 
mystic and he himself was profoundly influenced by the thought of Juda! 
Loew, considered the Maharal to be the “father of Hassidism. Gerschom 
Scholem, the pre-eminent contemporary historian of Jewish mysticism 
considers Loew “the first Hassidic writer.” Scholem suggests that Rabbi 
Loew's successful attempt at expressing kabbalistic ideas in a popular 


Ibid. 
' Ibid. 
" [bid., p. 97. 
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jargon, without the use of technical kabbalistic terminology, accounts for 
his popularity in some Hassidic circles. Loew*s books served as a model 
for Hassidic writers, especially of the Przycha - Kotsk school, on how to 
express “concealed” thoughts in a revealed idiom... Though the specific 
and direct influence of Rabbi Loew on Beshtian Hassidism is difficult 

to identify, his impact upon a number of later Hassidic masters is well 
documented. Israel of Kosnitz (who died in 1814), known in Hassidic 
literature as the “second Baal Shem Tov,” was particularly fascinated by 
the personality of Judah ben Bezalel of Prague.” He encouraged his wealthy 
friends, such as Moses Muskat, to underwrite the costs of reprinting 
Loew*s works,”??! 


The most erotic writing in the Hebrew Bible is the Song of Songs, a love 
between a woman and her lover, where we can read: 

Pd PINT Daw °D wP|] Nyjerwsy pw? - Let him kiss me with the kisses of his 
mouth, for thy love is better than wine. Song of Songs 1:2 


Acommentary of Rabbi Abraham ben Isaac ha-Levi from the fourteenth 
century on this verse is as follows: “We have stated earlier that whereas 
the revealed subject of the book is the relationship between the lover and 
his beloved, its allegorical content is Israel’ s turning towards God and His 
response. This verse describes the beloved’s yearning for reunion with 

her lover. She praises his love for its two chief delights - one physical, the 
other spiritual - which she compares to wine and fragrance. These delights 
round out man‘s nature, or, in the words of our Sages, “wine and fragrance 
make one wise” because “wine makes glad the heart,” strengthens the 
natural warmth, develops the body, prolongs its creative powers, and turns 
food and drink into healthful blood, while fragrance sustains the spirit. She 
praises her lover because his love possesses these two important qualities; 
therefore, thy love is better than wine and thine ointments have a goodly 
fragrance. This is the simple meaning. 


The occult interpretation of this verse is an expression of the chosen 
people’ s deep desire, their prayer that the Divine Presence join them as of 
old, although they live in exile at the present time. In the past they knew 
how much better was [God's] love than wine - a simile which contains an 
allusion to the seventy nations of the world. [The Hebrew word 1” wine] 
has the numerical value of 70. The Targum [translation] likewise interprets 


°°! Byron L. Sherwin, Mystical Theology and Social Dissent, op. cit., pp. 52-53. 
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the verse as meaning: Your love is better for us than for the seventy 
nations.”2% 

‘The end of this text may sound racist, “Your love is better for us cous a a 
seventy nations,” yes, it excludes Israel from the other nations. Bu eee: 
to understand that among the old civilizations every one Lae ie 
as being chosen. Thus for example in Egypt between the cha a. 

B.C.E. King Akhenaten suppressed the cult of the old gods, inc He sae 
Amun- Ra [the Sun which was understood by the Egyptians sa i s ae 
god] and declared himself to be the only true god and identi a ‘im a 
wits the god Aten, i.e. the disc of the sun. There remains a certain : y 
remnant of this time which could be compared to the Lamentations 0 
jeremiah, and is called the Prophecies of Neferti: 


“Lo, the great no longer rule the land 
... All happiness has vanished, 
The land is bowed down in distress 


| show you the land in turmoil: 

‘The weak is strong-armed, 

One salutes him who saluted. 

| show you the undermost uppermost. 


Dry is the river of Egypt, 

One crosses the water on foot; 

One seeks water for ships to sail on, 

Its course having turned to shore land. 


Re will withdraw from mankind: 
Though he will rise at his hour, 


One will not know when noon has come; 
. . 99993, 
No one will discern his shadow. 


‘This lamentation reminds me, as I already mentioned, of the Fae 
of Jeremiah: “The theme of the Book is simple. It is a lament for Ju ce ie : 
Jerusalem, which has been destroyed by the Babylonians in 586 B.C.E. anc 


eben ar, ad 
2. Rabbi Abraham b. Isaac ha - Levi TaMaKH, Commentary On The Song Hern With an roducti 
: i Assen 1970: Royal VanGorcum, p. 07. 
riants and comments by Leon A. Feldman. ALAR 
ne Cosmos, Chaos, and the World to Come. New Haven and London 1993: Y: vle 


University Press, pp. 19-20. 
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for the sufferings of their inhabitants during and after the siege, together 
with a confession of the sins of the people, and their leaders, which, in the 
prophet’s mind, had been the cause of the calamity - a noble insistence on 
resignation to God's will and the prayer that God might again look with 
favor on Israel and restore them to grace. The theme is repeated in each of 
the five distinct elegies which make up the Book.” 


But the main principle is that of divine education - God loves Israel, and 
even if he afflicts her with plagues and exiles he also always redeems her. 
The other nations, as I mentioned in the first chapter, are not bad, on the 
contrary, they are good, very good. The Bible says in the book of Genesis, 

in the eleventh chapter, that the nations of the world tried to unite their 
languages and to build the Babylonian tower. When their effort was marred 


by God, the nations of the world were divided into seventy nations and 


“God designated an angel for every nation, whereas Israel was the heritage 
of the Eternal God.”2%5 


In the beginning I mentioned that the ‘proof’ [if in love it is possible to 
speak of proofs] of the love of God toward Israel was the Exodus from 
Egypt. Rabbi Loew, (1512-1609), the greatest Rabbi who ever lived in the 
Czech lands, writes about the Exodus from Egypt: “any2 7720.77 aw => 


:o71N"791 - Blessed be the name of the Lord from this time on and 
evermore. Psalm 113:2 


We start to say that the glory of God is manifested in three worlds. The first 
world is the eternal world, and that is why it is written 

ovw-I¥1 ANYD 7720 717? Ow om - Blessed be the name of the Lord from this 
time on and evermore. [MaHaRal - the acronym for 277 11719 (More‘nu ha 
Rav) is making use of the double meaning of the word 0719 (olam) which 
has basically two meanings - 1) world. 2) eternity], which means that this 
world is eternal for all periods of time, let all the time His name be blessed, 
without any cessation [the words MaHaRal uses are the words of the 


Aramaic prayer Kadish which is pronounced at nearly every worship in the 
Jewish house or in the synagogue] . 


Afterwards we speak about the second world, 
MP OW 9299 INIT Wawa “From the rising of the sun to its 
setting the name of the Lord is to be praised,” Psalm 113:3 wants to say that 


294 S. Goldman, Lamentations. Introduction and Commentary, pp. 64-101. In: A. Cohen (editor), The 
Five Megilloth. Hindhead, Surrey 1944: The Soncino Press, p. 68. 


*® Yehuda Abarbanel, Pir‘que de rabbi Eliezer. XXIV. 
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the name of the Lord is blessed and that nae all ee sane se iy 
i | without any sort 0 
levated above everything, and eterna inter 
on aa everybody has to prostrate before Him and worship Him. 


The Lord is also elevated above all the nations. It is se a oe lan 
above all the nations, because the people of the wor pei Beanie 
seventy nations and languages.’””° [This is of course a reais Be 9 
; inion - of course today there are many more nations ut in Pies 
ne according to the Rabbinical tradition so that the ie of Israel today 
discern from which nation the present nation stems 


The main thing that MaHaRal wants to stress is that God ci to every one 
of these nations an angel, whereas He himself protects Israe!. 


The greatest love in the framework of Judaism is that biden ae ‘ 
Israel, God and humankind, and God and Israel. And also a love ne 
man and woman. The entire book of the Song of Songs is dedicate 

love - the love between the beloved and her boyfriend. 


We are witnessing in Europe today a very ations ee fae 
i families are bein ‘ 
in the Czech Republic half of the young tam eins ce 
i the beginning soon Ia 
iginal love and enthusiasm for the other int inni 
awa ee comes the reality of everyday life, which is often bitter and 
the people separate. 


MaHaRal says that the moment when God led the people out of Egypt Israel 
became God's wife: “ty ava apy? ma os Oy? NX 


When Israel went forth from Egypt, the house of Jacob from a people of 
strange language. Psalm 114:1 


: : a 
In this Psalm in the beginning there is acai of eee ae 
‘si ion into the world, [that w. 
2 fterwards, God*s incursion into see i 
ae miracle - which cannot be explained ae le ~ ae if 
i i hich are beyond hum ; 
nature]. There are depicted things w ba se ene 
kes in this world. God attac 
the Holy One, blessed be He, ma. i ape 
i ij th this people, the same way 
The name ‘Israel’ is connected wi ‘oe 
ee ‘Egypt’ means the Egyptian people. But Judah is Vite si bi i : : “ 
of the holy nation, as the Psalm continues, PAT WA PNW? WP? TTP 


1 72: Honig, p. 279. 
Maharal, Gvurot Hashem - The Mighty Deeds of the Lord. (Hebrew). Jerusalem 1972: Honig, p 
ye aral, Gv; 
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Judah became His sanctuary, Israel his dominion. Psalm 114:2 


Judah received a name from the blessed Lord by which she is calling the 
God of Israel in particular. This name is feminine [unlike English, Hebrew 
has masculine and feminine gender names] OWN) nWiIpA baPpaw AT 
29An 7a AW PA Napaw ADPpIT wd TIM Judah which received from the 
blessed Lord a [new] name [which is] feminine from her husband.”2”” 


Actually, when the Lord liberated Israel from Egypt, according to Rabbi 
Loew, he married Israel. Thus we can see that the divine love manifests 
itself in sexual love of God - the divine husband, and Israel, the spouse. God 
is here always for Israel, and as Israel, according to Emmanuel Levinas, 
“The descendants of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob are human beings who are 
no longer childlike. Before a self-conscious humanity, no longer in need of 
being educated, our duties are limitless,”2% 


Here, we can see that God's love is all embracing, it is the love of a divine 
husband towards Israel and humanity, it is the love of a father or mother 
towards their children. I would like to conclude this chapter by quoting 


a poem by Leonard Cohen in which, ina similar way to Levinas, love means 
to be for the Other. 


Leonard Cohen 
There For You?” 


When it all went down 
And the pain came through 
I get it now 

I was there for you 
Don't ask me how 

I know it’s true 

I get it now 

I was there for you 

I make my plans 

Like I always do 

But when I look back 


*” Maharal, Gvurot Hashem - The Mighty Deeds of the Lord, op. cit., pp. 280-281. 

* Emmanuel Levinas, Nine Talmudic Readings, op. cit., p. 98. 

* Leonard Cohen, CD - Rom, “Dear Heather”. Sony BMG Music Entertainment. U.S.A. 2004. 
Produced, arranged and performed by Sharon Robinson. 


I was there for you 
I walk the streets 
Like I used to do 
And I freeze with fear 
But I'm there for you 
I see my life 
In full review 
It was never me 
It was always you 
You sent me here 
You sent me there 
Breaking things 
Ican*‘t repair 
Making objects 
Out of thoughts 
Making more 
But thinking not 
Eating food 
And drinking wine 
A body that 
[ thought was mine 
Dressed as Arab 
Dressed as Jew 
O mask of iron 
| was there for you 
Moods of glory 
Moods so foul 
‘The world comes through 
A bloody towel 
And death is old 
But it’s always new 
| freeze with fear 
And I'm there for you 
I see it clear 
[always knew 
It was never me 
| was there for you 
| was there for you 
My darling one 
And by your law 
it all was done. 


Reflections on Jewish Mysticism 


181 


182 | Reflections on Jewish Mysticism 


8. The influence of Gnosticism and 
Platonism on the Kabbalah 


There were times in Europe, when materialism prevailed. People denied 
God, and this was reflected either in a theoretical system of thought that 
excludes the necessity of a transcendent first principle or in the way one 
practically conducts one’s life. Atheism is opposed to any religion or 
worship of God. 


Atheism succeeds in rooting out God and the idea of God from human 
existence, denying both his transcendence of the world and his action in 
history. For example in the former Soviet block atheism was not simply 

a denial of the existence of God. This sort of atheism was militant atheism 
where the communists say that they want to ‘oust God out of the mind of 
the people.’ 


? 


Much of atheism came from false images of God. Indeed, some people 
believed in God as an old man smoking a pipe in the sky. 


That is why one of the very important Jewish philosophers was 
Maimonides, who stressed what God is not rather what God is - when we 
say that God is alive, we come out of analogy of being - because I am alive 
Talso attribute to God immortality. But my personal being is very limited. 
I was born in a certain time and sooner or later I will die. In this sense 

of the word my life is limited, whereas God's life is not limited, but is 
infinite. But first we have to ask seriously: is there God? In the framework 
of Jewish philosophy one of the first who asked this question was Solomon 
ibn Gabirol in his work Fons Vitae [in Latin] or later Mekor Hayyim [in 
Hebrew] - as the Arabic original is non-extant, references are to the 
twelfth century Latin translation of the Fons Vitae, which is earlier and 
more comprehensive than Falaquera‘s Hebrew translation?™: 


“Master: ...I say that existence (esse) from the highest to the lowest 
extremes is distinguished by four orders, viz, 


a. “whether it is” (an est) 
b. “what it is” (quod est) 


80 Fons Vitae, ex Arabico in Latinum Translatus ab Johannes Hispano et Domenico Gundissalino. In: C. 
Baeumker (editor), Beitriige zur Geschichte der Philosophie des Mittelalters. Minster 1892: Aschendorf. 
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c. “how itis” (quale est) 
d. “why it is” (quare est) 


Moreover, of these, the most worthy is the one concerning which it is asked 
only “whether it is,” not “what it is” or “how itis and not why it as in 
the case of [sicut] the Exalted and Blessed Unity; and after this is fs e one 
concerning which is asked as in the case of Intellect; after this _ t le aoe 
concerning which it is asked “what it is” and “how it is’ and “w. y itis, i 
as in the case of Nature and the things generated from it; and each one o 
these is ordered according to the order of number. 


Disciple: In what sense? 


Master: Since the question “whether it is” is posited accuning to the order 
of “one,” since it is being only [quia est esse tantum]... 


Shem Tov ibn Falaquera, in his Hebrew translation of this passage, employs 
the mya (metsiut) for esse - existence.*” This translation is correct Be 
my view. What actually is human existence? And what is the existence o 


God? 


It is, “1) the fact or condition of being or existing 2) continued canes 
especially the manner of one’s existing or living 3) all that exists. 


But we live in the world where potentiality and actuality are possible. 
In my opinion Maimonides expressed this best among all Jewish 


philosophers: 77 13771 


Pa DONW IDA 10 PIT NIA INIT WS VDT PN MT YO KPW 7 me spa) 
Pan Sy WP? AN ,NYT NYT MD NMI PAP NY VI OW PAP N27 WD wLIA 


| 


Everything that passes from potentiality to actuality has ee other 
than itself that causes it to pass, and this cause is of necessity outsi 
that thing. For if that cause were that thing and there were no obstacle to 


0! Fons Vitae 5.24,301,16ff. In: Sarah Pessin, Jewish Neoplatonism: Being above aoe ae ‘a if Vie 
emanation in Solomon ibn Gabirol and Isaac Israeli, pp. 91-1 11. In: Daniel H. ate : pak Hh, He ; 
(editors), The Cambridge Companion to Medieval Jewish Philosophy. Cambridge Ce % 


University Press, p. 95. ; 
n? §, Mund! Mbteages de philosophie juive et arabe. Paris 1859: Ch. Franck In 1. 


S Oxford Dictionary 
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prevent this passage, the thing would not have been for a certain time in 
potentia but would have always been in actu. If, however, the cause of the 
passage from potentiality to actuality subsisted in the thing, and if there 
was at the same time an obstacle to it, which was subsequently removed, 
there is no doubt that to put an end to the obstacle is the one that caused 
that potentiality to pass into actuality. Understand this.?” 


The potentiality is something which is in the beginning of every idea - for 
Plato these ideas were more real than their ‘incarnations,’ the ‘bodies,’ and 
so he saw death as a certain form of liberation of the body. 


For Maimonides only God was the true being: “In the essence of this Cause 
nothing exists potentially, for if its essence included any possibility of 
existence it would not exist at all.”3°5 


Physicists today know that our universe some fifteen billion years ago did 
not exist. It was only in actu ~ in the plan of God. The present-day theory 
about the beginning of the universe is called Big Bang: “The basis of the Big 
Bang is the assumption that the universe was hotter in the past, and that 
the universe and all the objects in it have formed and evolved from that 
earlier state. Thus, it is an important aspect of astronomical research to try 
to understand how the light output of galaxies changes as stars are born, 
live and die within the galaxy or galactic cluster whose collective light 
output we study. All stars have a finite lifetime, and their characteristics 
change as they age. To reiterate, the theory of special relativity provides 

a kind of time travel into the past. When we look out into space, we look 
back in time. This is both an opportunity and a limitation.”3° 


From this text we can see, contrary to what was thought by, for example, 
Aristotle, that our universe has a beginning. This corresponds to the 
biblical idea of creation in the sense that our universe started with time. 


Jewish philosophy has two sorts of the beginning, which I will try to 
describe. The first is creatio ex nihilo- [NO W? AND (bria yesh me*ayin) 
creation out of nothing, which is very similar to the verse from the Koran 
where Allah commanded: “First water, which carried the divine throne, 
was created. From this primal water God caused a vapor to arise and form 


z 


7” 


%°4 Maimonides, Guide of the Perplexed. Book II. Preface, 18. 

°° Maimonides, Guide of the Perplexed. II, 1 

** Ralph A. Alpher, Robert Herman, Genesis of the Big Bang. New York and Oxford 2001. Oxford 
University Press, pp. 6-7. 
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the sky. Then he dried the liquid mass, transforming it into one earth, 
which He split up later into seven. This earth was placed on a fish that 


supported it.”9” 


‘The second interpretation of the creation of the universe is the way of 
emanation - one of the first Jewish philosophers who lived in the tenth 
century and was an advocate of this teaching was Isaac Israeli. The 
creational generation is described by him as the generation of a thing 
“from nothing” (ex nihilo, me - ayin) or “not from another thing” (non 

ex alio, milo - dabar).3°* “This creation, which he describes as being from 
nothing, is applied by him to two things: 1) the elements; 2) the soul. But is 
his description of them as being created ex nihilo he uses a language whic 
does not make clear whether he meant that they were created ex nihilo 

in the accepted sense of the expression or whether he meant that they 
were created out of God himself. With respect to the creation of the four 
elements he says: “You will find nothing that preceded them, from which 
they could have been generated, except the power of God” or that “they : 
were not generated from anything that preceded them, except the power o 
their Creator.”°°° 


In his ‘Book of Definitions’ Israeli gives his outline of the creation. It is 
described as “the splendor created from the power of the Creator without 
an intermediary”®"° and as “the first substance created from the power (ex 
virtute, me - oz) of the Creator without an intermediary.”*" 


Definitely, both Israeli and Gabirol, the first Jewish Neoplatonist, have 
drawn heavily on Plotinus, for whom the One - God - is above being: 


“Since the substance which is generated [from the One] is form - one could 
not say that what is generated else - and not outside it, the One must be 
without form. But if it is without form it is not a substance; for a substance 
must be some one particular thing, something, that is, defined and limited; 
but it is impossible to apprehend the One as a particular thing, something, 
that is defined and limited; for then it would be the principle, but only that 
particular thing which you said it was. But if all things are in that which 


nO? ra LXIII. 1 serie 
308 ae ree The Meaning of EX NIHILO in Isaac Israeli, pp. 222-233 In: Uh ae ies : wn 
the History of Philosophy and Religion. Volume I. Cambridge, Massachusetts 1973: Harvard University 
Press, p. 222. 

9 Thid., p. 223. } 

‘0 Opera, p. lib, I, 48 Gebulim p 133. II; 1-2. 

‘Opera p IIc, 11 27-28; Gebulim p 133, II. 29-30. 
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is generated from the One, which of these things in it are you going to say 
that the One is? Since it is none of them, it can only be said to be beyond 
them. But these things are beings, and beings: so it is “beyond being.”3!2 


In fact this is very interesting - that God is beyond being. Being in the 
Greek language is called ho on, in modern German philosophy Dasein - but 
God is beyond being, beyond our concepts and ideas about God. 


Modern philosophy was often soaked with atheism, especially Nietzsche 
and Heidegger in his article ‘God is dead.’ 


A French Jewish philosopher Emmanuel Levinas “in his work “La 
philosophie et l’idée de I’Infini”s"* takes up a decidedly different stance 
from the tradition which emphasizes the primacy of the Same and the pre- 
eminence of Being over beings*" and, specifically, from the Heideggerian 
and Neo-Hegelian position for which “philosophy begins with atheism’, 
Instead he points to Plato who puts the Good above Being.”3"6 


Levinas*s work, particularly in his Totality and Infinity (1969), isa critique 
of Heidegger and Husserl, not to mention all Western philosophy, in the 
service of totality, at the expense of what is other than Being, what lies 
outside the totality of Being as transcendent, exterior, infinite, alterior, the 
Other. Levinas's ethics is situated in an “encounter” with the Other which 
cannot be reduced to a symmetrical “relationship.” That is, it cannot be 
localized historically or temporally. “Ethics,” in Levinas’ s sense, does not 
mean what is typically referred to as “morality,” or a code of conduct about 
how one should act. For Levinas, ethics is a calling into question of the 
“Same”: 


“A calling into question of the Same - which cannot occur within the 
egoistic spontaneity of the Same - is brought about by the Other, We 
name this calling into question of my spontaneity by the presence of the 
Other, ethics. The strangeness of the Other, his irreducibility to the I, to 
my thoughts and possessions, is precisely accomplished as a calling into 


* Plotinus, Enneads 5: 5.6, lines 2-11, translated by Armstrong in Loeb Classical Library, V: 173. 
313 Emmanuel Levinas, La philosophie et l‘idée de l'Infini, 165-178. In: En découvrant l’existence avec 
Husserl et Heidegger. Paris, Vrin, 1974. 

54 Section 2, p. 105. 

515 Section 3, p. 106. 

*° Kevin Corrigan, The Face of the Other: a Comparison between the Thought of Emmanuel Levinas, Plato 
and Plotinus pp. 219-237. In: Kevin Corrigan and John D. Turner, Platonisms: Ancient, Modern and 
Postmodern. Leiden and Boston 2007: Brill, p. 222. 
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question of my spontaneity as ethics. Metaphysics, transcendence, the 
welcoming of the Other by the Same, of the Other by Me, is concretely 
produced as the calling into question of the Same by the Other, that is, as 
the ethics that accomplishes the critical essence of knowledge.”*!” 


Often we cannot comprehend God. We can apprehend God but not 
comprehend. 


‘That is why it is easier to say what God is not rather than what or who God 
really is. 


Psalm 42 expresses the desire of man for God. 


‘This psalm is existential in its meaning - 479N ‘7X2 - like a deer yearns 
SOTIN PON AYN WHI 1D ON-PDN-?Y for streams of water, so my soul 
yearns for you, O God. 


We can of course ask if our soul yearns for God. Certainly, a deer yearns for 
water, especially when hunted by the wolf. It wants to refresh its mouth 
and body by drinking clear, unspoiled water. But does our mind yearn for 
God? I think that the souls of all people yearn for God. One of the oldest 
world religions of pre-Islamic Persia was Zoroastrianism. Some believers 
still remain under oppression in the militant Islamic regime of present-day 
Iran. In this religion, “Good and Evil fight an unequal battle, in which the 
former is assured of triumph. God*s omnipotence is thus only temporarily 
limited. In this struggle man must enlist because of his capacity of free 
choice. He does so with his body and soul, not against his body, for the 
opposition between good and evil is not the same as the one between good 
spirit and matter.”?1® 


As the struggle is not between spirit and matter, but between good and 
evil, there is a certain similarity in Hassidism. It is believed that the divine 
energy - properly speaking the divine sparks are everywhere. The task of 
a Jew is to uplift these sparks to God: 


“Said the Medzibozer: “The Lord placed sparks of holiness within 
everything in nature, whether composed or organic or inorganic matter. 
It is His will that man brings forth these holy sparks by his holy deeds and 
elevates them to their Source. 


‘'’ Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity, op. cit., p. 33. : 
''“ The Wordsworth Encyclopedia of World Religions. Great Britain 1999, p. 1081. 
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“It is for this reason that man may eat the flesh of living beings as well as 


the food of growing plants. By reciting grace over them, he raises them 
upwards. 


“But how can holy sparks be brought forth from bitter and inedible matter 
in nature? This is done by their use as medicine for the sick. If the ill man is 
worthy, he accomplishes this purpose, and is cured of his ailment.”*!° 


The main idea of this story goes back to the Lurianic Kabbalah - in the 
sixteenth century. When God wanted to create the world, only the three 
upper Sefirot remained pure, whereas the lower seven Sefiroth - [see the 
diagram] broke because they were not able to bear the brightness of the 
divine light. Thus the kelippot - the shells or husks - penetrated the lower 
seven Sefiroth and when God withdrew from the world in order to make 
place for man and in order that the people call him merciful, kind, and in 
order to make known to the people His attributes, “because the Blessed 
One was urged to create the worlds so that He be complete in His actions, 
powers and all His names.”5° 


In fact God created the world out of great love - he wanted to relate to man. 


The question, Cur Deus Homo - Why did God create man, haunted the 
minds of medieval, especially Christian theologians. To my mind no other 
philosophical or theological system explains better than the book Tree 

of Life and other books by Rabbi Hayim Vital which he wrote from the 
teaching of the most brilliant Kabbalist, Rabbi Isaac Luria. 


The American Professor of Kabbalah, Daniel C. Matt, writes about God: 
“How can you name the Oneness, the Unnamable? The Jewish mystical 
tradition, Kabbalah, offers a number of possibilities. One is Ein Sof, which 
translates literally as, “there is no end.” Ein Sof is the Infinite, the God 
beyond God. This name sounds so different from the personal divine names 
that populate the texts of the tradition: YHWH, Elohim, Shaddai, the Holy 
One, blessed be He. As an anonymous kabbalist observed, neither the Bible 
nor the Talmud even hints of Ein Sof. This remark is both obvious and 


revealing, an acknowledgment of the radical originality of this mystical 
formula. 


31° Louis I. Newman, Hassidic Anthology. New York 1963: Schocken Books, p. 173. 
320 Hayim Vital, Tree of Life (Hebrew). Jerusalem 2004, p. 11. 
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By calling God “Ein Sof,” Jewish mystics imply that everything is divine. 


‘The kabbalist Moses Cordovero, writing in the sixteenth century, put it this 


way: “The essence of divinity is found in every single thing - nothing but It 
exists. Since It causes every thing to be, no thing can live by anything else. 
it enlivens them. Ein Sof exists in each existent. Do not say, “This is a stone 
and not God.’ God forbid! Rather, all existence is God, and the stone is 

a thing pervaded by divinity.’ 


‘There is nothing but Ein Sof. Even a stone ina field, even a slab of concrete 
in a downtown parking lot, is an expression of divine energy. The entire 
world is God in myriad forms and disguises."*”" 


Gerschom Scholem, the first Professor of Jewish mysticism, was convinced 
that the Kabbalah emerged as the encounter of Judaism with Gnosticism 
and Neoplatonism. It is important to show what Gnosticism actually is. 


“Gnosticism (after gnosis, the Greek word for “knowledge” or insight) is the 
name given to a loosely organized religious movement that flourished in 
the first and second centuries CE. The exact origin of this school of thought 
cannot be traced, as far back as the second and third centuries BCE, such 

as the early treatises of the Corpus Hermeticus - Apocalyptic writing, ene 
especially Platonic philosophy and the Hebrew Scriptures themselves. 


‘The Gnostics were anti-cosmic and rejected the world. According to 
them, this world, the material cosmos, is the result of a certain error on 
the supremely divine being, usually called Sophia (Wisdom) or simply 
Logos. This world and our existence in the world is described as the final 
emanation of fullness of being called the Pleroma or “Fullness,” at the head 
of which resides the supreme God, the One, beyond being. The Gnostics 
were strongly critical of the Hebrew Scriptures, which according to them 
are actually an imitation of the realm of the Pleroma = Fullness, and the 
Demiurge (craftsman) was responsible for the creation of this imperfect 
universe. This world is an error - it is only an inferior cosmos and man 
himself is a sort of combination of the divine and the imperfect - the 
human. 


A Jewish philosopher Hans Jonas gives an interesting point of view on 
gnosis: 


“1 Daniel C. Matt, God and the Big Bang. Discovering Harmony Between Science and Spirituality. 
Woodstock, Vermont 1996: Jewish Lights, pp. 38-39. ‘ ii? , 
” www.ieputm.edu/gnostic/ - Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy - Gnosticism. 9 pages, p. 1. 
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“Becoming aware of itself, the self also discovers that it is not really its 
own, but rather the involuntary executor of cosmic Knowledge, gnosis, 
may liberate man from this servitude; but since the cosmos is contrary 

to life and to spirit, the saving cannot aim at integration into the cosmic 
whole and at compliance with its laws. For the Gnostics...man’s alienation 
from the world is deepened and brought to a head, for the extrication of the 
inner self which only thus can gain itself.”2”3 


Gnostic mythology claimed that humanity exists in this realm because 

a member of the transcendent godhead (Wisdom) desired to actualize her 
innermost potential for creation of a world without the approval of her 
divine consort. Her hubris, the Demiurge manifested itself as Ialbadaoth, 
the principle of corruption. Thus we live in a situation of generation and 
corruption which, by its unalterable necessity, brings all the beings to 
life. However, since the godhead itself is not, according to the Gnostic, 
exempt of desire and passion, the purpose of this re-integration is to 
establish eternity. Therefore must come into play a savior - Christ, Logos, 
“the messenger,” who descends to the material realm for the purpose of 
negating all passions, and raising the innocent human “sparks” (which fell 
from the Wisdom - Sophia) back up to the Fullness - Pleroma. 


Gnosticism testifies to the antiquity of Kabbalah. Gnosticism is of Chaldean 
origin. The traditional dictionaries see Gnosticism as: “A religious sect in 
early Christianity and other contemporary religions. It combined mystical 
elements from various Hellenistic and Eastern sources, and like all mystical 
religions, laid great stress on individual salvation. This was to be achieved 
by elaborate rituals and spells. An accurate grasp of these observances was 
considered vital, hence the name gnosis, which is Greek for knowledge. 
Gnostic groups found their way to Christianity and were strongly attacked 
as heretics by Paul and the Fathers of the church.”34 


Whereas this Encyclopedia sees Gnosticism as predominantly Christian, 
the Jewish point of view is that, “Gnosticism was Jewish in character long 
before it became Christian. Gnosticism - that is, the cabalistic “Hokmah” 
(wisdom), translated into “Madda’” (= knowledge of things divine) - seems 
to have been the first attempt on the part of the Jewish sages to give the 
empirical mystical lore, with the help of Platonic and Pythagorean or Stoic 
ideas, a speculative turn...Philo was an adept of Cabala... and of Paul.”2”5 


323 Hans Jonas, The Gnostic Religion, op. cit., p. 329. 
*4 ‘The Wordsworth Encyclopedia Of World Religions. Great Britain 1999, p. 446. 
*S www.jewishencyclopedia.com - Cabala. 20 pages, p. 2. 
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ihere are indeed many similarities between the Kabbalah and Gnosticism. 
in the latter, the process of re-integration within the godhead is one of the 
basic features of the Gnostic myth, ina similar fashion as I described the 
‘becoming God’ in my last book.*”° 


The purpose of this re-integration (implicitly) with/in is to establish 

« series of existents that are ontologically posterior to Sophia [Wisdom], 
and are the concrete embodiment of her ‘disruptive’ desire within the 
unified arena of Pleroma [Fullness]. Indeed, if the Pleroma [Fullness] is 
really the Fullness, containing all things, it must contain the manifold 
principles of Wisdom’ s longing. In this sense, we must not view Gnostic 
salvation as a simply one-sided affair.”*”” 


‘There is again a strong similarity between Gnosticism and the Kabbalah 
and later Hassidism. In Gnosticism, the divine “sparks” that fell from 
Sophia - Wisdom, during her passion ~ are a certain aspect of the godhead. 
in a similar manner, the Lurianic Kabbalah speaks about the uplifting of 
the sparks*”*: “In the Lurianic scheme each individual is called upon to 
elevate his own spark of Adam’s soul. In this respect, each individual has 
his own task to perform even according to Luria. But the sparks found in 
creation as a result of the breaking of the vessels are in no way peculiar to 
each individual. All must engage in the task, each in accordance with his 


soul - root.”329 


Here we can say that the Kabbalah is indeed one of the oldest philosophical 
(raditions in the world. We may say, then, that in the Hegelian sense the 
Gnostic Supreme God is seeking, eternally, his own actualization, by way of 
self-consciousness.*°° 


Maybe we can say that there exists a modern day Gnosticism which is 
existentialism. The basic experience of human existence, described by the 
philosophy that has become known as “Existentialism, involves a sense 
of general abandonment. The German philosopher Heidegger speaks of 
Geworfenheit - “having been thrown’ in/to a world that is hostile to us 


’ Josef Blaha, Lessons from the Kabbalah and Jewish History, c.d. “God is in the State of Becoming”, pp. 
205-209. ihe ; i 

” www.iep.utm.edu/gnostic/ - Gnosticism. 9 pages, p. 4. me ; 

‘" Cf. Louis Jacobs, The Uplifting of Sparks in Later Jewish Mysticism, pp. 99-127. In: Arthur Green 
(editor), Jewish Spirituality from the Sixteenth Century to the Present. New York 1987: Crossroad. 

"” Ibid, p. 117. } 

ni GWE Hegel, Lectures on the History of Philosophy. University of Nebraska Press 1995, Volume II, 
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and is not amenable to the primordial desires of the human being. There 
are anguishing questions for the existentialist - Where do we come from? 

- Where are we heading? Martin Heidegger has described the orientation 
towards the world as “care” which is always a care or concern for the 
present moment. But in general Heidegger‘s philosophy is sad, as it is 

a philosophy that says that humankind has to understand and recognize 
the unavoidable being - toward - death. Maybe even Kafka could be called 
a Jewish existentialist. The basic feeling of existentialism is alienation, 
which Kafka described in his novel ‘America’: “After twelve hours shift, 
coming off duty at six o clock in the evening for three days and for the next 
three at six o'clock in the morning, he was so weary that he went straight 
to bed without heeding anyone. His bed was in the lift-boys* dormitory; the 
Manageress, who turned out to be not quite so influential as he had thought 
on the first evening, had indeed tried to get him a room for himself, and 
might even have succeeded in doing so, but when Karl saw what difficulties 
it caused and that she had to keep ringing up his immediate superior, the 
busy Head Waiter, on his account, he refused it and convinced her of the 
sincerity of his refusal by telling her that he did not want to make the other 
boys jealous through receiving a privilege which he had not really earned. 


As a quiet place to sleep in, the dormitory certainly left much to be desired. 
For each boy had his own time-table for eating, sleeping, recreation and 
incidental services during his free twelve hours; so that the place was 
always in a turmoil. Some would be lying asleep with blankets pulled over 
their ears to deaden noises, and if one of them were roused he would yell 
with such fury about the din made by the rest that all the other sleepers, 
no matter how soundly they slept, were bound to wake up. Almost every 
boy had a pipe, which was indulged in as a sort of luxury, and Karl got 
himself one too and soon acquired a taste for it. Now smoking was of 
course forbidden on duty, and he was not actually asleep. As a result, each 
bed stood in its own smoke cloud and the whole room was enveloped 

in a general haze. Although the majority agreed in principle that lights 
should be kept burning only at one end of the room during the night, it was 
impossible to enforce this. Had the suggestion been carried out, those who 
wanted to sleep could have done so in peace in the half of the room which 
lay in darkness - it was a huge room with forty beds - while the others in 
the lighted part could have played at dice or cards and done all other things 
for which light was needed.”3*! 


331 Franz Kafka, America (199-441) In: Vintage Kafka, Complete Novels. Translated from the German 
by Willa and Edwin Muir. London 2008: Vintage Books, pp. 316-317. 
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In this piece of literature, here in Kafka’s America, we can see an 
anonymous society, where love is absent. But love is so important 

for human life. Without love we cannot achieve anything. Kafka 
continues:“Once a week, on changing from day to night duty, he had 

a free period of twenty four hours, part of which he devoted to seeing 

the Manageress once or twice and exchanging a few words with Therese, 
usually in some corner or other, or in a corridor, very rarely indeed in her 
room, whenever he caught her off duty for a moment or two. Sometimes 

too he escorted her on her errands to the town, which had all to be executed 
at top speed. They would rush to the nearest underground station almost 
ata run, Karl carrying the basket; the journey flashed past in a second, as 

if the train were being pulled through a vacuum, and they were already 
getting out and clattering up the stairs at the other end without waiting 

for the lift, which was too slow for them; then the great squares appeared, 
(rom which the streets rayed out star-fashion, bringing a tumult of steadily 
streaming traffic from every side; but Karl and Therese stuck close together 
and hurried to the different offices, laundries, warehouses and shops to 

do the errands which could not easily be attended by telephone, mostly 
purchases of a minor nature or trifling complaints...He did all this not out 
of arrogance, nor from any lack of respect for difficulties, but because he 
(elt himself in a secure position which gave him certain rights; the Hotel 
Occidental was not to be despised as a customer, and after all, Therese 
sorely needed help in spite of her business experience. 


‘You should always come with me,’ she often said, laughing happily, when 
they returned from a particularly successful expedition.”*” 


Here we can see a moment of love in the difficult and incomprehensible 
world of Kafka‘s America. Love is the most important moment in life, yes, 
it is even the most important model in Jewish philosophy. 


‘The Israeli poet Nathan Alterman says that “love is miracle from heaven.” 
‘This love however has to be pure, not for one’s sake but for the sake of 

the other. In the framework of Jewish mysticism love is given by God 
(through the Sefirot. Through them God emanates all energies to the world. 
Professor Scholem writes about the Sefirot: “Sefirot are a fundamental 
‘erm of the Kabbalah. It was coined by the author of the Sefer Yetzira who 
designated by it the ten primordial or ideal “numbers” (from the Hebrew 
root safor, to numerate). From the first sources of kabbalistic literature 
onwards it was used in a much wider sense and denotes the ten stages 


Ibid., pp. 318-319. 
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of emanation that emerged from Ein - Sof and from the realm of God*s 
manifestation in His various attributes. Every single Sefirah points to an 
aspect of God in His capacity as Creator, forming at the same time a whole 
world of divine light in the chain of being. The whole of the ten Sefirot, 
forming the “Sefirot Tree,” is conceived as a dynamic unity in which the 
activity of God reveals itself. The rhythm of the unfolding Sefirot is the 
fundamental rhythm of all creation and can be detected on each of its 
different levels.”3%3 


Undoubtedly the Kabbalah has its origins in Gnosticism and in 
Neoplatonism. These philosophies also influenced the young Christianity, 
as they emerged in the second and third centuries of the Christian era. One 
of the most important philosophers, indeed, the first Christian philosopher, 
Origen, was familiar with the Jewish tradition and often visited the Rabbis. 
He said in his commentary on the Song of Songs: 


It is said that the custom of the Jews is that no one who has not reached full 
maturity is permitted to hold this book (The Song of Songs) in his hands. 
And not only this, but although their rabbis and teachers are wont to teach 
all the scriptures and their oral traditions to the young boys, they defer to 
the last following four texts: the beginning of Genesis, where the creation 
of the world is described; the beginning of the prophecy of Ezekiel, where 
the doctrine of the angels is expounded; the end of the same book which 


contains the description of the future temple; and this book of the Song of 
Songs.334 


It is interesting that Origen lived in Alexandria like Philo, the Jewish 
Greek-writing philosopher. Whereas Origen called the Son in the Trinity 
Logos or Wisdom or Sophia, Philo was the first Jewish writer who 
undertook to prove the existence of God. His arguments were of two kinds: 
those drawn from nature, and those supplied by the intuitions of the soul. 
Man’s mind, also invisible, occupies in him the same position as does that 
of God in the universe.3*5 


“Logos is a verbal noun from the Greek verb lego. The two basic meanings 
of the verbs are: 1) to count or recount, and 2) to say or to speak. The 
various senses of logos cluster around the two meanings of that verb. So 


*8 In: Encyclopedia Judaica, Jerusalem 1997. 


*%4 “Prologus in Canticum’ in Patrologia Latina, ed. Migne, XIII, 63 - the original Greek text was lost. 
°° De Opificio Mundi & 23 
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ing.” i he 
it can mean “computation” or “reckoning. Depending on the context, t 
word can then mean “accounts,” or “measure,” or “proportion. 


Plato's (492-347B.C.E) use of logos in his dialogues was a ec ae ; 
one. In its more philosophical sense, logos was associated wit ee 

or rational explanation rather than with the Heraclitan ae om ’ 
ordering principle of the material world. In contrast to me Hd i ; 
logos was a rational, true account.** Plato generally identi e “9 aed : 

(( lianoia) and rational discourse (logoi).**” Logos was the ae : og 

of the mind as it flowed from the mind through the lips. Yet Plato a ae 
claimed that rational discourse (logos), even when it was in support o oe 
belief, could not lead to real knowledge in the area of the sense ae ible. 
Rational discourse of explanation, however, did play an papal) 
at what Plato considered the higher levels of being, that is see sian 
essence (ousia) or idea of things and could lead to real knowledge. 


: i hat it would be against 
\rigen taught that God's love for man is so great t agai 
ode eee that man suffers forever in hell - he called this teaching 7 
Greek apokatastasis. He also believed that man goes through er es 
of life till the final union of God - the metempsychosis. What actually is 


metempsychosis? 


“The belief that man somehow survives death is universal. To ee fe 
untutored mind death is not the cessation of a delicately balance ei te 

of bio-chemical functions, but the departure from the body of pape oe f 
real and substantial, the living, breathing, speaking, prey eel 0 ne 
the soul. Dreams, in which the dead appear in form and act : ket i aia g 
selves, give greater distinctness to the imagination: the i isa bee lal 
double of the body, usually invisible, but capable of sensi cman 

and even - as in nightmares - of energetic materialization. 


Both Philo dnd Ovigert one Jewish and the second a Christian philosopher, 
were influenced by Plato. What was the Platonic teaching? George Foote 


Moore says: 


“The eschatology of Plato is a combination of metempsychosis with 
retribution in heaven or hell. All the elements of this eschatology are 


‘86 Phaedros 61 b ; Timaeus 26 e. 
97 .90d-e bess nsarii i Pa a te 
nee rp ENO Logos in Greek Philosophy. In: Anchor Bible Dictionary. CD ~ Rom « dition 
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found in authors much older than Plato, and it is well established that the 
doctrine originated in Orphic Pythagorean sects or schools, from which 
Plato appropriated it. 


But under all the similarity of Plato’ s teaching to those of his predecessors, 
lies a different concept of the nature of the soul, of its ruin and its 
restoration. For Plato the soul is an immaterial intelligence, and thus 
essentially divine; its fall is the consequence of an imperfect vision of the 
eternal truth and beauty; its purification is not by magical medicine and 
dietary laws, but the clarification of the intelligence by philosophy. 


So far as the obscuration is moral, the catharsis is moral; not only the truth, 
but temperance and justice and courage and sound sense are means of 
purification. Above all, the soul, rising superior to the deceptions of the 
senses and the seduction of the appetites, emancipating itself from the 
body, must collect itself, and, so far as it can, now and hereafter, live by 
itself. This liberation makes man, even on earth, immortal and divine. His 
flight from the world is the putting on of the likeness of God.”*° 


Plotinus, who is considered as the founder of Neoplatonism, develops 
Plato‘s ideas that we learn in this world in order to enter into the future 
world of pure Intellect: 


“But since the beauty and light in all come from That which is before all, it 
is Thence that Intellectual - Principle took the brilliance of the Intellectual 
Energy which flashed Soul into being; Thence soul took power towards life, 
in virtue of that fuller life streaming into it. Intellectual - Principle was 
raised thus to that Supreme and remains with it, happy in that presence. 
Soul too, that soul which as possessing knowledge and vision was capable, 
clung to what it saw; and as its vision so its rapture; it saw and was 
stricken; but having in itself something of that principle it felt its kinship 
and was moved to longing like those stirred by the image of the beloved to 
desire the veritable presence. Lovers here mould themselves to the beloved; 
they seek to increase their attraction of person and their likeness of mind; 
they are unwilling to fall short in moral quality or in other graces lest they 
be distasteful to those possessing merit - and only among such can true 
love be. In the same way the soul loves the Supreme Good, from its very 
beginnings stirred by it to love. The soul which has never strayed from this 
love waits for no reminding from the beauty of our world: holding that 
love - perhaps unawares - it is ever in quest, and, in its longing to be borne 


340 Thid., pp. 35-36. 
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‘Thither, passes over what is lovely here and with one glance at the beauty 


of the universe dismisses all; for it sees that all is put together of flesh and 
Matter, befouled by its housing, made fragmentary by corporeal extension, 
not the Authentic Beauty which could never venture into the mud of body 
to be soiled, annulled. 


By only noting the flux of things it knows at once that from elsewhere 
comes the beauty that floats upon them and so it is urged Thither, 
passionate in pursuit of what it loves; never - unless someone robs it of 
that love - never giving up till it attains. 


‘There indeed all is so beautiful and veritable; it grew in strength by being 
thus filled with the life of the True; itself becoming veritable Being and 
attaining veritable knowledge, it enters by that neighboring into conscious 
possession of what it has long been seeking.”**! 


Plato and later Plotinus taught that all beauty is only in heaven fi here on 
earth we see only the shadows of this beauty. This idea strongly influenced 
the Kabbalah and Hassidism - to the degree of contempt for this world, 
which is only the lowliest of all worlds: 


“Whatever you see, remember the Holy One, blessed be He. Thus when 
seeing an aspect of love, remember the love of God; and with an aspect 

of fear remember the fear of God, as this is elaborated in various sources 
|:verything in this world has a spiritual root Above. Thus one must trace 
everything to its Divine root and apply it in that context to the service of 
God]. Even when going to the privy have in mind “Iam separating the bad 
(vom the good,” with the good remaining for the Divine service. This is the 
concept of yichudim (unifications). Likewise, when going to sleep think 
(hat your mental faculties go to the Holy One, blessed be He, and will be 
strengthened forthe Divine service.”*” 


in my opinion the Kabbalah stems from Neoplatonism - the goal is the 
unification with God - that is why Baal Shem Tov stresses the concept of the 
yichudim - unifications. In the framework of the Kabbalah and Hassidism, 
the farther the being is from Ein Sof - the Infinite - the lower is its value. 
this is completely true in the domain of the Sefirot, where the highest 


‘| Plotinus, The Enneads. Translated by Stephen MacKenna. London MCMXXxX: Ennead VI. 7.31, 

ip. 585-586. ) 4 
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and most important Sefirah Keter - Crown - is nearly identical with Ein 
Sof, whereas the lowliest - Malkhut - Kingdom - or the Shekhina - is the 
lowliest and is in our physical world. The same is true for the emanations 
according to Plotinus - the farther is the emanation, the more is it alienated 
from the One and True. Plotinus claims to interpret Plato - in fact he re- 
interprets him, and even Plotinus is re-interpreted by his disciples. 


“Long before the advent of Gnosticism, Plato had posited two contrary 
World Souls: one “which does good” and one which has the opposite 
capacity.”*** For Plato, this did not imply that the cosmos is under the 
control of a corrupt and ignorant god as it did for the Gnostics, but simply 
that this cosmos, like the human soul, possesses a rational and an irrational 
part, and that is the task of the rational part to govern the irrational. 

The question arose, however, among Platonists, regarding Plato’s true 
position on this matter. Was he declaring that a part of the cosmos is 

evil? Or that the divine Demiurge (who, in the highly influential Timaeus 
account, is said to have crafted the cosmos) actually produced an evil soul? 
Both of these conjectures flew in the face of everything that the ancient 
thinkers believed about the cosmos - that is, that it was divine, orderly 
and perfect. A common solution, among both Platonists and Pythagoreans, 
was to interpret the second or “evil” Soul as matter, that is, the material 

or generative principle, which is the opposite of the truly divine and 
unchanging Forms. The purpose of the Intellectual principle, or the “good” 
Soul, is to bring this disorderly principle under the control of reason, 

and thereby maintain an everlasting but not eternal cosmos.“ Since the 
cosmos, according to Plato in the Timaeus, cannot be as perfect as the 
eternal image upon which it is founded, a generative principle is necessary 
to maintain the “living creature” (which is precisely how the cosmos is 
described), and therefore not really “evil,” divided by it, since Matter 


possesses the “opposite capacity” (generation, and hence, corruption) from 
that of the Good or Rational Soul.”345 


Ihave to explain one word, the Demiurge: “The demiurge is a concept from 
the Platonic, Middle Platonic, and Neoplatonic schools of philosophy of an 
artisan-like figure responsible for the fashioning and maintenance of the 
physical universe. The term was subsequently adopted by the Gnostics. 
Although a fashioner, the demiurge is not quite the creator figure in the 


*8 Plato, Laws, translated by Trevor J. Saunders, in: John M. Cooper (editor), Plato Complete Works. 
Indianapolis 1999: Hackett Publishing. Laws X, 896e. 
544 Cf. Timaeus 37d. 
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familiar monotheistic sense; both the demiurge itself and the material from 
which the demiurge fashions the universe are considered either uncreated me 
and eternal, or the product of some other being, depending on the system. 


One of the best scholars in the domain of Neoplatonism, Jean Daniélou, said 
about Origen: “Controversy continues as to whether Origen isa ame 
theologian or a neo-Platonic philosopher.”*” According to Origen, : e 
souls, when they were created, grew weary of this intense contemp ation 
of God and his proximity, and lapsed and fell away from God. This was 

a certain form of misuse of the greatest gift, freedom. Only the soul of 
Christ remained with God.”**8 But according to Origen, the soul of Christ 
was not different from the other souls that fell away from God. It was 
different only in one sense - this soul was immersed in the divinity. 


When, according to Origen, the souls “moved away from the warmth’ a f 
they came to be clothed in bodies. Their fall away from God is typical for the 
neo-Platonic and Gnostic philosophy, because their bodies changed from 

a fine, ethereal and invisible body to a body of a coarser and more solid ‘ 
state. The purity and subtleness of the body with which a soul is envelope 
depends upon the moral development and perfection it is joined. ae im 
states that there are varying degrees of subtleness even among the celestia. 
and spiritual bodies.”**° 


As l already mentioned, both Origen and Philo came from the city of me 
Alexandria. Whereas Origen understood Christ as the Logos, Philo believe 
that matter was uncreated and introduced Logos as the mediating agent : 
between God on high and this world. According to Philo, God is perfect an 
transcendent. Yet He is also within the universe. God “never ceases in His 


. os 30 ” 
creative activity. "°°! 


Philo speaks in his theology about elements which are not in accordance 
with the preceding Jewish philosophical tradition. These intelligible : 
and invisible powers, though subject to God, partake of His mystery and ‘ 
greatness. They are immaterial.”*” It is not possible to describe them with 
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human words, they are most holy and “incapable of error”5** According to 
Philo, God ends His work with Logos, “this Logos is the divine seal of the 
entire cosmos.”3*4 


Gnostic and Neoplatonic philosophy strongly influenced the Kabbalah, 

as I will try to demonstrate. Several centuries after Plato, the philosopher 
Numenius of Apamea who lived in the second century C.E. in his 
cosmology describes the degradation of the divine demiurge upon his 
contact with the pre-existent Matter (hulé). 


“In philosophy, hyle refers to matter or stuff. It can also be the material 
cause underlying a challenge in Aristotelian philosophy. The Greek original 
had no word for matter in general, as opposed to raw material suitable for 
some specific purpose or other, so Aristotle adapted the word for “timber” 
for this purpose.*** The idea that everything physical is made of the same 
basic substance holds up well under modern science, although it may be 
thought of more in terms of energy or matter/energy.*5*” 


To illustrate the Gnosticism in Numenius, I want to quote his sentence: 


“In the process of coming into contact with Matter, which is Dyad, [the 
Demiurge] gives unity to it, but is Himself divided by it, since Matter has 

a character to desire and is in flux. So in virtue of not being in contact with 
the Intelligible (which would mean being turned in upon Himself), by 
reason of looking towards Matter and taking thought for it, He becomes 
unregarding of Himself. And he seizes upon the sense realm and ministers 
to it and yet draws it up to His own character, as a result of this yearning 
towards Matter.” 


While yearning for matter, the Demiurge forgot his divine origin. This issue 
is also present in the Kabbalah and Hassidism, as well as in the founder of 
Neoplatonism, the Greek philosopher Plotinus. 


Indeed, when one reads Plato and the Kabbalah, one is struck by the 
similarity of the ideas. According to an old kabbalistic tradition, the 


355 De Confusione Linguarum & 23 

354 De Somniis II, 6 

5 Henry George Liddell, Robert Scott, James Morris Whiton, A Lexicon abridged from Liddell &Scott*s 
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history of Israel is also the history of every single man. Thus when the 
Temple was destroyed by the Babylonian army, the world changed. When 
the Temple existed the people of Israel and all people had direct contact 
with God - but when the Temple was burning, the priests of the Temple in 
Jerusalem were standing atop of the Temple and said: “Master of the World, 
we can no longer serve you in this house, our task is now finished.” And 
God stretched His hands from heaven and took the keys.*** This is also the 
meaning of the verse: 


“The ‘Valley of Vision’ Pronouncement. 

What can have happened to you 

‘That you have gone, all of you, up to the roofs.” 
Isaiah 22:1 


‘the interpretation of Plato and of the Kabbalah about the pre-existence 
of the souls is very similar. The souls exist in heaven, in truth, absolute 
goodness and perfection. In Hebrew there are some linguistic similarities 
between the words 


nox (legalot) - to disclose, reveal from the root 772 which can be read 
either as (gola) - exile - or (geula) - redemption. Thus the human soul, in 
similar form as in Platonic philosophy, knows everything before it is born 
to the exile and abandonment but in the end will be redeemed. 


\t can be surprising that the Kabbalah absorbed so much information from 
Gnosticism and Neoplatonism. Somebody could say that the Kabbalah is” 
nothing new under the Sun - it only retook other ideas. In my opinion this 
is a very bad point of view. God reveals himself to all people in all religions 
of the world, but Kabbalah is the crown of Judaism and absorbed the facts, 
which were true and authentic. But the Kabbalah not only accepted them 
but enlivened them by the spirit of the Torah. 


Babylonian Talmud, Ta‘ anit 29a. 
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9. Neoplatonic influences on three Spanish 
Jewish poets. 


I. Neoplatonic influences on Judaism 


When we ask the question as to when Jewish mysticism started, we 
would have to go to the Hebrew Scriptures: “The book of Psalms is already 
a mystical poem par excellence, an ardent dialogue between the soul and 
God. Alongside these poems the poets of great Spanish (Jewish) mystics 
come later,”°°° 


The aim of this chapter is to show the influence of Neoplatonism on 
Spanish Jewish philosophy and poetry. Neoplatonism had an immense 
influence: “As again, the new relationship to Greek philosophy on the part 
of the Islamic and Jewish Neoplatonists and Aristotelians was different 
not only in degree, but also in kind. Greek philosophy was no longer the 
source of particular doctrine only, but the systematic foundation of their 
thought.”3 


What is the genius of Plotinus, who is considered, alongside some other 
philosophers, as the founder of Neoplatonism? One of the best reasons 
maybe lies in the fact that: “perhaps the best way of describing what 
Plotinus at this point in his thought has done with the philosophy of his 
immediate predecessors is to say that he has split up the confused mass 

of attributes, transcendence, priority to the Forms, self-contemplating 
intelligence, supreme unity to the Forms, self-contemplating intelligence, 
supreme unity and goodness, which the Middle Platonists had applied 

to their First Principle, and refers some of them to the One, some to the 
Divine Mind, with a good deal of development in both cases. One result of 
this is that the Divine Mind which is also the World of Forms itself attains 
a very high degree of transcendence which is appropriate to its origins.”2*! 
The higher Soul in Plotinus*s system is in close relationship to the Divine 
Mind. The Soul of the Universe is emanated from this Divine Mind. The 
Soul returns to the Divine Mind in contemplation. Thus, “Soul is the realm 
of discursive thought.” Plotinus distinguishes between the higher and 


°° Henri Sérouya, Le Mysticisme. Paris 1956: Presses Universitaires de France, p. 67. 

°° J. Guttmann, Philosophies of Judaism, p. 95. 

°! A. H. Armstrong, An Introduction To Ancient Philosophy. London 1965: University Paperbacks, 
p. 189. 

362 Thid., p. 190. 
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the lower Soul. Greek philosophy used the word ‘logos,’ which for Plotinus, 
unlike other Greek philosophers, means active spiritual principle. Thus 
the logos belongs only to the higher principles of living. The individual, i.e. 
human soul, is in his understanding part of the Universal Soul. If however 
the soul surrenders to the body it departs from the Universal Soul and the 


Divine Mind. 


Even if Plotinus sometimes uses the same or similar vocabulary as does 
Aristotle, their meaning is very different. Whereas Aristotle teaches that 
matter and form make a unity of the being, for Plotinus, matter remains 
negative and the very principle of negation; and the very principle of evil 
in the material world. In this way Plotinus tries to combine Aristotle sidea 
of matter as recalcitrant, resisting the ordering and informing activity 

of the Soul.”2® Thus the soul comes to self-isolation, and the result is 
brutishness. Matter per se for Plotinus is evil, not the material and visible 
universe, which is good. For Plotinus this universe emanated from the 


higher Soul. 


But with regard to the development of Neoplatonic philosophy, the 
philosopher Numenius, who lived in Rome and also in Apamea in Syria, 
considered another great Greek philosopher, Pythagoras, as even more 
important than Plato and Plotinus. Numenius was well acquainted 
with the first chapter of the book of Genesis and he also confirmed on 
certain points by the rituals, the doctrines and the consecrations of the 
Brahmans, Jews, Magians and Egyptians; to this end he quoted “prophetic 
sayings” from the Jewish Scriptures.”** Some scholars, seer the 
French philosopher Puech, think that Numenius was a Jew. According 
to Numenius, man has two distinct souls. This idea was never expressed 
in the whole of Greek philosophy. But it is attested for the ne 
by lamblichus** and for the Basilidean Gnostics by Clement. Here we 
can see an oriental influence in Numenius. One of these souls is good 
and the second is evil. According to him, Plato did not present his ideas 
scientifically clearly. He thus explains the departure of later Platonists 
from Plato. Thus Numenius means that Plato himself was responsible 
for this departure of the Academic skeptics from the true philosophy of 


' Tbid., p. 193 Ausilen Nd ee 
e ER Dodds, Numenius and Ammonius. Pages 1-33. In: Entretiens Sur lAntiquité Classique Tome V Les 


Sources de Plotin. Geneva 1957: Vandoeuvres, p. 5. 
* Tbid, p. 6. 

‘“° De Myster. 8,6. 

” Stromata 2, 20, 113 
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Plato which was that of Pythagoras.*** Numenius creates a great distance 
between God and matter. Matter, according to him, has never come into 
existence, but is co-eternal with God. Matter in his opinion can thus be 
characterized by disorder and division. Since order is considered by many 
of the Platonists as goodness and disorder as badness, Numenius considers 
matter as intrinsically evil. He claims that the soul animates only beings 
that are good and cannot be evil, because the soul is the principle of all life. 
As matter has a life of its own, it represents the evil world.3© 


There are allusions on matter as being the source of all evil already in 
Plotinus, even though he was fighting against the Gnostics and in the 
beginning of his life held this world for divine. But Numenius and other 
Neoplatonists considered matter as the source of evil. 


If we consider the book Zohar as the masterpiece of the Spanish Kabbalah, 
it is not without the influence of Neoplatonism, as Professor Scholem says 
concerning the philological side of the Zohar: “ Whether the style is elliptic 
and oracular or verbose and circumstantial, there is the same tendency to 
employ words such as all-profundity, all-completion, all-connection, all- 
configuration, all-mystery, etc., - expressions in which the word de - kola 
(“of the whole’) is tacked on to the substantive. Such expressions, although 
used a good deal by the Gnostics, are not to be found in the language of 
ancient Jewish literature; in the literature of Kabbalism, their appearance 
in the wake of the Neoplatonic revival constitutes one of the most striking 
examples of the gradual penetration of Neoplatonism into Kabbalism.”3” 


I mentioned above the idea of two souls in man, originally the teaching 

of Numenius, but this idea is present even in Rabbi Isaac Luria and in 
Hassidism: “The explanation [of these questions] is to be found in the 
light of what Rabbi Hayim Vital writes in Sha‘ ar ha - Kedusha (and in 
Etz Chayim, Portal 50,ch.2) that in every Jew, tzaddik [righteous] and 
rasha [wicked], are two souls [neshamot]. 


The basis of all that the Tanya will say is that every Jew possesses two souls. 
The existence of these two souls is independent of the person’s stature: 
great and small, righteous and wicked are all equal in this regard. The 
difference lies in how these souls manifest themselves: which of them finds 


°° H. Karamonolis Plato and Aristotle in Agreement? A Brief History. Indianapolis 2006: Hackett, pp. 
130-131. 


*® W. Deuse, Untersuchungen zur mittelplatonischen und neuplatonischen Seelenlehre. Wiesbaden 1983: 
Frank Steiner Verlag, pp. 68-73 


°° G. Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism, p. 166. 
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expression in the person’ s consciousness and behavior, and on which level 
and in what manner it does so. 


The concept of a “good inclination” (yetzer tov) and “evil inclination : bea 
harah) in the heart of man abounds in the Talmud and the Midrashim. What 
is unique about Rabbi Hayim Vital’s statement is that he speaks of two 
souls, two entire personas, each with a full set of intellectual and emotiona 
faculties. The yetzarim, as the author explains in a Hassidic discourse, are 
actually traits, drives, and desires (middot) of their respective souls. 


As it is written, “The souls (neshamot) which I have made,” [that is,] 
two souls (nefashot). 


The author begins by using the Hebrew word neshamah for “soul” but 
concludes with another synonym for soul, nefesh. Although the terms are 
used interchangeably in the Scriptures, each has a distinct meaning in 
Kabbalistic and Hassidic terminology. ; 


‘The term nefesh actually has two meanings: a general meaning and : 

a particular meaning. In its general sense, nefesh is an all-inclusive term 4 
“soul”: the entire range of forces and potentials that constitute the spiritua 
essence of man. Indeed, not only man but every created thing, including 

an inanimate object, has a nefesh, a spiritual essence. The entity: the en 
isa thing's spiritual substance, and the body is its material substance; 

the nefesh is the life force, the body its vessel and vehicle. But while every 
material creature has but one body, the nefesh is multi-dimensional and 
might manifest itself in the body in a great variety of forms. °°”! 


Whether Numenius was a Jew or not, is not so important now - the idea of 
the two souls deeply penetrated Hassidism, as we have just seen. 


In Plotinus’s understanding, the One makes a rayon or a flow the same 
way that the light is shining from the Sun: “can we discover a common 
ground between the “emanations” which characterize the thought of 
Gnosticism with the emanations of Plotinus? Only few people think that 
such a connection actually exists. This way of erroneous and misleading 
generalization places the Gnostics on the same level as the Neoplatonists, 


"" Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz, Opening the Tanya. Discovering the Moral and Mystical Teachings of 
a Classic Work of Kabbalah. San Francisco 2003: Jossey Bass, pp. 56-57. 
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Jews and the Greeks, as representing the Oriental and decadent thought 
that they claim to be from Alexandria.”3”2 


Even if some forms of Hassidism accepted the theory of two souls, the first 
Jewish philosopher of the Middle Ages, Rabbi Saadya Gaon opposed this 
division. 


Saadya Gaon wrote his work in Arabic, but only the translation in Hebrew 
made his admirable philosophical and theological thoughts known to 

the Jews in Europe, and thus he was discussed and had an influence on 
Hassidism in Germany. Concerning the soul, he writes: 


first of all, he declares that the human soul is not an accident: 


TNT ON OMIT AWN D> ANID Vea 77 WHIT DAWIN OwIX -NNYD 
AMS WI ANIPT NAVA WM .B9YD INT DIN SIN IW Now TTAW> Patra 
373 APD ww ,wInr 


Ihave met people who hold the view that the soul is one of the accidents. 
I fancy they have been led to this opinion by virtue of the fact that the soul 
is invisible, and that only its activities can be seen.?” 


Accident is understood as “a non-essential property or condition of 
something”*”’; in the philosophical language, Aristotle used the term 
XvpBeBuy6c which is something attached to the proper being and is in itself 
non-essential. 


The Moslem sect of the Kalam or Mu ‘tazilites “which means speech’ or 
word,” is used in Arabic translations of the work of Greek philosophers as 
a rendering of the term logos in its various senses of “word,” “reason,” and 
“argument.””376 


The Muta*zillites used the term accident, which is called in Arabic arad - in 
Hebrew 772- -in a very wide sense for everything which is not substance. 


*? A.H. Armstrong, Larchitecture de l‘univers intelligible dans la philosophie de Plotin. Translated by 
Josiane Ayoub and Daniéle Letocha. Ottawa 1984, Editions de l'Université d‘Ottawa, p. 70 

*”° Saadya Gaon, The Book of Beliefs and Opinions. (Hebrew) Jerusalem 1970: Kafih, p. 149. 

** Saadya Gaon, The Book of Doctrines and Beliefs. Edited and translated by Alexander Altmann. In: 
Hans Lewy, Alexander Altmann and Isaac Heinemann, Three Jewish Philosophers. Philo, Saadya and 
Jehuda Halevi. Pages 9-190. Quoted from page 143 

°° Longman Family Dictionary. London 19839, p. 4. 

”S Harry A. Wolfson, The Philosophy of Kalam. Harvard, Massachusetts and London 1976: Harvard 
University Press, p. 1. 
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Some of them considered for example standing and sitting, movement and 
rest, composition and separation, colors, smells and tastes or speech and 


silence as accidents. 


“The religion formed out of the teachings of the Koran consists, according 
to Ibn Haldan, of two kinds of duties, “duties of the body” and “duties of the 


” 
heart.”’3”7 


Kalam dealt with one of the most important and most difficult questions 
in the history of philosophy. What is nothing? What is nothingness? This 
is not only a rhetorical question, but it touches the very heart of our 
existence: “In its logical form this problem turns on the question as to 
what kind of opposites are “privation” as contrasted with “existence.” 
Opposites, according to Aristotle, may be either the opposites of contraries, 
(vavtia, mudddah) or the opposite of privation (orépuorc. adam) and habit. 
An illustration of the former is the opposites “goodness” and badness; 
an illustration of the latter is the opposites “sight” and “blindness. Now in 
the case of the opposites of contraries, quite clearly each of the opposites is 
something, for “goodness” and “badness,” for instance, are each something. 
sut in the case of the opposition of “habit” and “privation, one of the 
opposites, like the habit “sight,” for instance, is quite clearly something, 
but as for its opposite privation, like “blindness, for instance, the question 
may be raised whether it is something or nothing.””*”* 


is nothingness absence of being, or is it being? 


‘This is a very difficult question. Imagine for example the question of the 
afterlife - is there “life after life” or if you want, eternal life, or is there 
nothingness? 


One of the Greek philosophers, Leucippus of Miletus (first half of the 

fifth century) taught that the structure of the visible world consists of 

the atoms, small lumps of stuff. They are, according to him, in perpetual 
motion, and “these are the only basic realities, atoms and void, and the 
various universes, of which there may be many, and all-individual things : 
in them, are simply produced by chance comings-together of atoms in their 
endless movement in the void. This applies to the human soul and the gods 


Ibid, p. 2. to i dl 

I ty A. Wolfson, The Kalam Problem of Nonexistence And Saadia‘s Second Theory of Creation, 
pp. 338-358. In: Harry A. Wolfson, Studies in the History of Philosophy and Religion. Cambridge, 
Massachusetts and London 1977: Harvard University Press. Vol. II, pp. 339-340. 
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as well as everything else.”*”° This theory is deduced from another Greek 
philosopher, Democritus. According to Leucippus, “the existence of empty 
space is assumed also, regardless of the canon of Parmenides that the ved 
absolute non-being, is absolutely unthinkable.”3®° 


Being and Nothingness,” - this is the name of the magnum opus of the 
French philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre. For us it is important that we are - 
God wanted us to be, to exist and to live: 


“God created all that is above and what is below, yet here, when it comes to 
creating man, He takes counsel with the ministering angels. In one version 
of this myth, God destroys the angels as soon as they raise objections. So 

by the time He has created a third company of angels, they realize that 
there is no point in contradicting God, and point out, “The whole world 

is Yours, and whatever You wish to do with Your world, You can do it.” 

In another version, the angels become preoccupied with contentious 
arguments about whether or not man should be created. In the meantime 
God simply ignores them and proceeds with the creation, telling them after 
the fact that man has already been created. Both versions make the same 
point: even though God may consult the angels, in the end He will do as He 
wishes. Note that this midrash resolves the problem of the use of the plural 
in Genesis 1:26, Let us make man in our image by suggesting that God took 
counsel with the angels before creating man.”3*! 


God wants us to live, God wants that we exist. This is the basic wish of God. 
sen as to io Gaon, our soul is not an accident but is an essence 

us he comes closer to the phil i i 
ae philosophy of Aristotle than to the philosophy 


Plato, it is argued, believes that existence is only an accident supervenient 
ee a thing, and consequently that things in their real existence, even before 
their acquisition of the accident of existence, are still things.”3* . 


979 AH. Armst: i i i i 
ear mstrong, An Introduction to Ancient Philosophy. Op. cit., p. 18. 
38. 1 ; 
wee Sup Sanhedrin 38b; Genesis Rabbah 8:4; Midrash ha- Ne’ elam, Zohar Hadash 16a-b: 
a - Gadol on Genesis 1:26; 3 Enoch 4: 6-9. In: Howard Schwartz, T ' : 
: > ‘ Ba bo , Tree of S : 
a Judaism. New York and Oxford 2004: Oxford University Press, p. 133. a et a 
pel A. Wolfson, The Kalam Problem of Nonexistence And Saadia’s Second Theory of Creation 
PP. 38-358. In: Harry A. Wolfson, Studies in the History of Philosophy and Religion. Cambrid e 
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[t is important to say that for Plato not the things but only their ideas were 
important. Whereas the things were only accidents, the ideas were eternal. 


Before I explain Saadya’s refusal of the two souls in man, I would like to 
show the philosophical belief of his Moslem brothers, in whose language, 
Arabic, he also wrote. It is the theory of atomism, “according to which 
absolutely everything (except God) was made up of atoms and perishable 
accidents. The theory stressed the continuous intervention by God in the 
affairs of the world and humanity. It was embraced by many medieval 


Islamic theologians.”**° 


According to the atomism theory, the world was constantly created anew 
by God and thus all things were accidents and only God was the eternal 


essence of the world. 


‘The platonic view subsisted in the fact that there are two souls in man. This 
is attested also by Democritos and Epicurus. The Platonic view holds that 
the rational part is placed in the heart while the irrational part is diffused 


in the other parts of the body. 


So we can see that whereas Saadya Gaon, the first Medieval Jewish Rabbi, 
opposed the idea of the Platonists, this view was taken by Hassidism. This 
concludes that Platonism had a great influence on Jewish thought, but 
Saadya opposed the view that there are two souls in man: 


snw> NON NIA, MTT AMA WIM) TA NTA W|IT VIP 1 DIN WANK 7 
Qe ISD ty Tayw DID AEN VTP TON DIP ,P_O 7% JAW -NWDINT 
omy canna by ppd NoDAD NIA VTP 7 72 ARNT AT aN 7D TY IN ORD) 
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“The fourth theory asserts that the soul consists of two parts, one rational 
and imperishable, with the heart as its seat, and the other of animal nature, 
diffused in the other parts of the body, perishable. 1 proved that this theory 
too was mistaken, for if the rational part were separate and distinct from 
the part which is diffused in the body, it would be impossible for the two 

to combine, seeing that the one part existed from eternity and the other 
was newly created [an allusion to atomism - my remark], the one being 
perishable and the other being imperishable. Moreover, the rational part 
of the soul would not be able to hear or see or perform any other sensual 


“3 ‘The Wordsworth Encyclopedia of World Religions. Hertfordshire 1999: Wordsworth Editions, p. 122. 
“4 Saadya Gaon, Book of Beliefs and Opinions. (Hebrew) Op. cit., p. 151. 
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function. One cannot meet this argument with the answer which I gave 

in another context, namely that the experiences of the various senses, 
although they occur independently of one another, yet are coordinated by 
a rational faculty, as I explained in chapter I. That answer does not apply 
here because according to this theory the two parts of the soul are distinct 
and unrelated to each other.”**° Thus Saadya Gaon says that man has only 
one soul. We can see that in Judaism there isa plurality of opinions on this 
issue: Hassidism claims that man has two souls, but Saadya says that we 
have only one soul. So, has man two souls, as according to Neoplatonism 
and subsequently Hassidism, or does he have one soul, as taught by Saadya 
Gaon? 


One of the first Kabbalistic centers in Gerona was under the intense 
influence of Neoplatonism: “However, the Neoplatonic language used by 
kabbalistic speculation is combined with a conception that, in contrast 

to the negative theology of the Platonists, could be characterized rather 

as positive - theosophic. This is no doubt connected with the general 
character of medieval Platonism. A text like the “Book of the Five 
Substances,” which was attributed to Empedocles, exhibits in its extant 
parts the same penchant for a theosophic description of the upper world as 
do the “Iyun writings. In the writing of the ‘Iyun circle, the sefiroth undergo 
a transformation: each one, indeed, even each of the thirty two paths of the 
Sophia, becomes an autonomous world in which the theosophist immerses 
himself. In fact, even the mystical spelling of the divine name with twenty 
four points, which Pseudo-Hai transmits here and which no doubt goes 
back to Oriental sources of Jewish magic, is interpreted in this manner.” 
Thus we can see that Neoplatonism had a strong influence on the Gerona 
Kabbalists, especially by the explanation of the mystical explanation of 

the divine name: “the twenty four points or stars of this script correspond, 
according to the author, to the twenty four books of the biblical canon, 
which are perhaps woven from this “hidden name.” The author instructs 
the initiate that each of these points in and of itself represents an entire 
world. This use of the terms “worlds” for different levels of being is 
undoubtedly Neoplatonic.”3*” 


°° Saadya Gaon, Book of Doctrines and Beliefs. Edited and translated by Alexander Altmann. In: Three 
Jewish Philosophers. Op. cit., pp. 143-144. 

*°° Gerschom Scholem, Origins of the Kabbalah. Edited by RJ. Zwi Werblowsky. Translated from the 
German by Alan Arkush. Princeton 1987: Princeton University Press and The Jewish Publication 
Society, pp. 327-328. 
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in this context it is interesting that Nahmanides, one of soa sere ate 
Kabbalists of the Gerona circle, in his eine ene t “ i. sae 

26, “4 i i ich Adam received his soul. 
|:26, “identifies two stages in which : 
placed a life force (nefesh) within him. Later, God breathed a higher sou 


(neshama) into him.”*** 


li. Solomon ibn Gabirol 


hical work “Mekor Hayim”, Gabirol considers the 

le to grasp this substance with our 
able to recognize we should 
nor form and 


In his main philosop 
first substance to be God. We are unab 


i ich we are 
reason, because every being whic : 
grasp with our spirit. But this first being has neither matter, 


thus cannot be grasped by the human intellect. 


nies ti! aie 
In Fons Vitae Gabirol takes a Neoplatonic point of pic on this issue in th 
form of a dialogue between a disciple and his teacher: 
, : P ries 
Disciple: Quid igitur ex his est possible, et quid est impossible? 
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: ee 
How can we arrive to the knowledge that the first being exists? 


: a : ; s dedi 
Master: Ex his hoc est impossible, scilicet scire essentiam ee 
absque his facturis quae ab ea generatae sunt, possible autem we lind nf 
scilicet scire eam sed nonnisi ex suis operibus quae ab ea gene 
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ssence of the First Being, but we can know 


ere created by it. It is impossible know the 
le to get a certain grasp of it from 


It is impossible to know the e 
it from the creatures which w : : 
essence of this first being, but it is possib 
the perspective of the created beings. 
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Gabirol was the first philosopher who preached Neoplatonism in Europe, 
“one and the same matter runs through the whole universe from the 
highest limits of the spiritual down to the lowest limits of the physical, 
excepting that matter, the farther it is removed from its first source, 
becomes less and less spiritual.”3” 


This point of view of Solomon ibn Gabirol is typically Neoplatonic; we can 
find an allusion (one of many) in Plotinus’s own writing: 


The more a thing is a body the more it is affected, earth more than other 
things, and the other elements in the same proportion; for the other 
elements come together into one again when they are parted, if there is no 
obstacle in the way, but when every kind of earthly body is cut, each part 
stays separate forever; just as with things of which the natural powers are 
“failing”...so the thing which has most completely become body, since it has 


approached most nearly to non-being, is too weak to collect itself again into 
a unity.°" 


Abraham Geiger, one of the first scholars who wrote a book about Solomon 
ibn Gabirol, says that according to Gabirol, “the best friend of man, repeats 
he (Gabirol), after an old wise man, is his own reason, and his most severe 
enemy is his own folly.” Geiger writes this with reference to the work 

of Gabirol, “The Choice of the Pearls.” However many contemporary and 
past writers say that it is dubious whether Gabirol wrote this work. After 
reading the article by Alexander Marx,2®° where Marx gives an important 
testimony: “that Gabirol’s claim to authorship of Choice of the Pearls rests 
on the authentic statement of Josef Kimhi thus finds support from the 
examination of the text itself”2°* I am convinced that Gabirol* s.authorship 
is undeniable in spite of the many doubts of some scholars. 


Geiger has stated the above mentioned Gabirol’s opinion with reference to 
the following passage from the Choice of the Pearls: 
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2 www.jewishencyclopedia.com - IBN GABIROL, SOLOMON BEN JUDA... 6 Pages, p. 2. 

*° Enneads III. 6.53-61 In: Lloyd P. Gerson (editor), The Cambridge Companion to Plotinus. Cambridge 
1996: Cambridge University Press, p. 108. 

*°4 Abraham Geiger, Schriften Salomo Gabirol und seine Dichtungen. Leipzig 1867: Oskar Leiner, p. 86 


**° Alexander Marx, Gabirol’s authorship of the Choice of the Pearls. In: Hebrew Union College Annuals. 
Cincinnati 1927. Volume IV, pp. 433-449. 
896 Ibid. p. 449. 
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During the pursuit of wisdom man may be termed wise; but the conceit of 
having attained it, renders him a fool.*** 


Wisdom is not only important for Ibn Gabirol, but also for Platonic ny 
Neoplatonic philosophy, where in the Timaeus of Plato, the oe ; 
which is a sort of a benevolent divinity, creates the world. He creates - 
them by creating the ideas or eide - which make up the earn 
universe, where “time is the moving image of eternity. Accor ae 0 
Plato, the soul is eternal and has a natural disposition to pursue the ce 
of virtue in the heavenly place, from which it has fallen or ete i a 
the body.* We are attracted by the beauty of the earthly bo ase u : 
soul, enlightened by philosophy, will rediscover the immateria sh y. 
We have to discover in ourselves the innate truths which cannot be li 
transmitted by a written text. This, according to Plato, is the source of every 
other form which is superior to being.“ 


Here we can see a similarity between Platonic thought and ibn ne 
who teaches that the universal form emanates directly from God. 
Moreover, this thought influenced Hassidism: 


“Have in mind that everything in the world is filled with the seals 
blessed be He. Everything that comes about through the ieee ) ace 
with various devices, even the most trivial things wlio int ‘ psn 
it is all by His providence, blessed be He. Thus it should make a i ni es 
to you whether your aim was achieved as you wished or not. As a use g 
comes from the Creator, you know that it is best for you when things at 

not happen as you wished. 


Bear in mind that everything, whether it be the World of the eae the 
World of Angels or the World of the Throne, allis as naught be ore : ra 
blessed be He. For all are within the vacated space of his constricte ie ; 
of His Self-contraction, and everything came into being by means ra 
a single utterance. Why then, should you be drawn after ae esirable 
in those worlds when all is but a single utterance of God? 


i i i 2 Rev, BH, 
‘Translated Into Hebrew By Rabbi Jehuda Ibn Tibbon. A Faithful English Translation By ‘The Rev 
Ascher. London 1859: Triibner & Co, Paternoster Row, p. 4, 
"8 Tbid, p. 5. 
™ Plato, Timaeus 37d 
0 Plato, Phaedrus 245 ff 


0 lic 509c ‘| {a 
fa ape rae RIVASH ‘The Testament of Rabbi Israel Baal Shem Tov. New You k 1998, Kehot 


Publishing Society, p. 70. 
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Here we can see the duality of man, his free choice, even to choose evil: 
“Man, we might say, is a dual being living in a dual world. On the one 
hand he is a creature of sense implicated in the phenomenal order. On 

the other he is a rational principle, the member of a noumenal [divine] or 
intelligible world. So far as he is a creature of desire he is subject to the 
causal sequence from which no phenomenon is exempt. But though the 
position of phenomena in the phenomenal order is absolutely determined 
by their relations to antecedent and consequent, their existence and nature 
is not wholly explained by this determination. Each phenomenon is also 
the manifestation of a thing-in-itself or Idea or seminal reason, which 
ultimately determines it to be what it is, just as the organic union of these 
Ideas or Ding- an - sich in an intelligible world constitutes the essence of 
the whole phenomenal order.” 


Here is shown the basic duality which is in man, “that is, man is free so 
long as he acts like the rational being he essentially is, and not like the 
creature of irrational impulse which he is, as it were, by accident.”44 


In man there is the capacity to choose good or to do evil - this is the 

basic duality in man. The author of the book “The Problem of Evil in 
Plotinus” points to the philosophy of Immanuel Kant, and I think that 

this philosophy is indispensable for understanding the basic idea of the 
choice between good and evil: “In natural theology, where we think of an 
object - God - which never can be an object of sensible intuition to us, and 
even to Himself can never be an object of sensible intuition, we carefully 
avoid attributing to His intuition, and not thought, which always includes 
limitation. But with what right can we do this if we make time and space 
forms of objects as things in themselves, and such, moreover, as would 
continue to exist as a priori conditions of the existence of things, even 
though the things themselves were annihilated? For as a condition of all 
existence in general, space and time must be conditions of the existence of 
God also,”4°5 


‘God can be never an object of sensible intuition,’ and this is not only the 
teaching of Plotinus and Kant but it is also expressed in the most beautiful 
poem by Ibn Gabirol: 


“°° B.A.G. Fuller, The Problem Of Evil In Plotinus. London and New York 1912: Cambridge University 
Press, p. 197. 

404 Thid. p. 198. 

“5 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason. A revised and expanded translation based on Meiklejohn. 
London and North Clarendon, VT 1993: The Everyman Library, p. 69. 
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Kingly Crown 719772 1D 


406 33) NYT WHI PWY OND 
MRNA WNIT APIA 72 
TAT NIA 

wei? 2> NWwinnm mD2ANT 7? 
TIM Wwiym 

TTD WPy? mM) Wyn NTI 7? 
SWOyN FANN) VTAN? 


Marvelous are Your works; and that my soul knows right well; 


Yours are the greatness and the strength and the splendor and the glory 
and the majesty. 


Yours, O God are the kingdom and the rising above all things and the 
richness and the honor. 


Yours are the higher and the lower creatures, and they bear witness that 
they perish and you will endure. 


If we should analyze this beautiful poem, the very name of the poem 
m2 1n2—refers to the verse in the book of Esther: 


nx way 
, - wi Deyn mat m0 AnD. nA D9 AD2AT Nw) 

ee OT ANI Aw 
To bring Vashti the queen before the king with the crown royal, to show 


i her beauty; for she was fair to look on. 
the people and the princes he y ie a 


‘The common understanding in Judaism is, “The Talmud and Jewish 
commentators understand the command to be ‘only with the royal crown, 
i.e. naked. The king’s heart was merry with wine at the time, he was ; 

intoxicated and not responsible for his actions.”*’ The king was so drunk, 
that “he wanted to exhibit all the richness of his kingdom and he had such 
an acquisitive relationship with his wife that he wanted to show cae 

forms a part of his richness. He drank so much wine that he was unable to 


© Solomon ibn Gabirol, The Kingly Crown KETER MALKHUT, Translated by Bernard Lew a Lit 
introduction and Commentary by Andrew L. Gluck. Notre Dame 2003: Notre Dame University Press, 
pp. 40-41. I used only the Hebrew text, the translation into English is mine. ot 

07 T HE FIVE MEGILLOTH Hebrew Text, English Translation and Commentary. Edited by 

Drv. A. Cohen. Hindhead, Surrey 1946: The Soncino Press, p. 198. 
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control his behavior even if he was the king so he did consider his own wife 
to be his unique property.”*°* But Vashti refused to go naked in front of the 
king and his company: 


27 SP DOA PI WOOT TA WR Toa ITI NY nw 797 yRaN 

12 TVA NAM TNA 

But the queen Vashti refused to come at the king‘s command by the 
chamberlains; therefore was the king very wroth, and his anger burned 
in him. Esther 1:12 


Modern feminists and women who have dignity would agree with queen 
Vashti, as to come naked in front of the king's drunk pals is against 
feminine dignity. Even if the Talmud says that the reason of her refusal 
was not the dignity of a decent woman, but, “the reason for her refusal 
was that God caused leprosy to break out on her, and paved the way for her 
downfall.” 


The nineteenth century English feminist writer Sarah Tytler has a different 
opinion than the Talmud: 


“Vashti was dauntless and daring, bold to audacity, and thoroughly 
destitute of so much as the knowledge of any principle which could 
restrain her. She owned neither the obligation nor the restraints of 
civilized life. If left to herself, she would have done what she liked and 
taken what she fancied, irrespective of the rights of mine and thine.”4" 


Gabirol was not only the first who introduced Neoplatonic philosophy to 
Spain, he was an original thinker. Due to his illness he felt abandoned and 
rejected. But in his poems he expresses great joy from the Lord. 


Ill. Moses ibn Ezra 


Also known under the name of Abu Harun (the poet) or Ha - Sallah (poet, 
Sp.) (c 1055- after 1135) he was one of the most outstanding Spanish poets 
and Neoplatonic philosophers. He was born in Grenada and was a pupil of 
Isaac ibn Ghayyat in Lucena, “the city of poetry.” He loved this poetic city of 


“8 Adele Berlin, Esther. Introduction and Commentary. (Hebrew) Jerusalem and Tel Aviv 2001: The 
Hebrew University Magnes Press, p. 70. 

“°° Babylonian Talmud, Megila 12b 

“© Sarah Tytler, Vashti Savage. London 1889: SW. Partridge & Co, p. 36. 
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Grenada. But this happiness of the poet-city Grenada where Moslems and 
Jews lived in friendship was short-lived. In 1090 the city was conquered 

by the Almoravides, a fanatic Moslem sect and the Jewish community was 
destroyed, and the members of Ibn Ezra‘s family were dispersed. Thus 
Moses ibn Ezra was forced to escape to the Christian parts of Spain. This 
eviction from Grenada left very painful traces on him. His “later years were 
full of misfortune and bitter delusions the cause of which it would seem, 
from the poet's own rather vague references, was his niece, daughter of his 
eldest brother, Isaac (an assumption which has, however, been disputed). 
He also suffered other disappointments; his brother Joseph deserted him 
when he was in trouble and his own children forsook him. He was obliged 
to seek the aid of munificent patrons in return for which he had to sing 
their praise. Ibn Ezra wandered through Christian Spain but could neither 
adapt himself to the manners of its Jewish population nor to their low 
cultural standard. He died far away from his native city.”*" 


One poem from the dwelling of the poet in exile in Christian Spain where 
he did not feel well, is the following poem about the graves. It may sound 
a little bit depressing, but in my opinion there is deep truth in it: 


412 ow? ody - nw ay ann) / ow? oT - yt - yo DIT 
DIDW NDR NI TIAN NPVANIP NPV ANIW PR 
DITNY Otay pa wrpA? / anima yw 19D? - XP 


‘The Spanish translation of the poem is on a plaque in the courtyard of the 
Jewish Museum in Toledo. David Ramirez has translated the Spanish into 
English: 


“These are old tombs, from ancient times, where men sleep the eternal 
dream. 


Inside them, there is no hate or envy, nor love or enmity between 


neighbors. 


When one sees them, my mind is not capable of distinguishing slaves from 
lords.”48 


‘| CD - Rom - Encyclopedia Judaica, See under Ibn Ezra, Moses ben Jacob. 

\ 1, Brody (editor), Moses ibn Ezra‘s Secular Songs. (Hebrew) Volume III. Berlin and Leipzig 1924: 
Schocken, p. 153. 

‘ www.medievalhebrewpoetry.org/mosesibnezraselectionnew.html ~ Moses Ibn Ezra. 14 Pages, p. 4. 
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This is a very deep - but in a certain sense also, ironic and morbid truth. 


People should love one another in this life - even in this life there should 
not be envy and hate between neighbors and there should be humane 
treatment of the servants by the lords. 


I think this poem is a sort of irony - maybe an expression of the poet's 
sadness over his stay in the Christian part of Spain where people did not 
understand him and he did not understand them. 


This would give rather a gloomy image of Moses ibn Ezra, but in spite of 
deep sadness due to the loss of his native city, “his hymns, many of which 
won a permanent place in the prayer-book, are not always sad. Often they 
are warm with hope, and there is a lilt about them which is almost gay.”4"4 
One of the chief poems is the following poem “The Topaz” - or Tarshish. 


We can see the Neoplatonic influence on one of the most prolific poets of 
Medieval Spain, Moshe ibn Ezra in his poem Anak: 


2nwn Pam vy. “yy wwe 1 

415 PWN" DY 

wwIN O75 -w? OnwW OY PID NN INDNN IN 
Wwewan 7 22 ona TP jO-Yy Vw? yy AMA 


If he emanates in abundance a bit of shining substance*"* in the form of an 
amber with Tarshish (name of an angel) 


I will appear in all the brilliant glory and with onyx in front of your face, 
yes, even here is Tarshish (a crystal) 


“4 A Abrams, Chapters on Jewish Literature - Chapter X. The Spanish-Jewish Poetry. Found at www. 
authorama.com/chapters-on-jewish-literature-10.html. 4 pages, p. 3. 

“8 H. Brody (editor), Moses ibn Ezra‘s Secular Songs. (Hebrew). Volume III. Berlin and Leipzig 1924: 
Schocken, p. 402. 

“6 The Hebrew word WN is untranslatable - I have at my disposal only the Spanish transla- 

tion of this poem: BIBLIOTECA HEBRAICO ESPANOLA Volumen V Moéé ibn Ezra COMO POETA 

Y PRECEPTISTA por Alejandro Diez Macho, Catedratio de la Universidad de Barcelona. Madrid 

- Barcelona 1953: Instituto Arias Montano . Page 21, where the translation of the first verse is the 
following: Sime propinasen un poquito de inteligencia HaSmal y TarSi8 (= nombre de un Angel ). The 
word 27Wi- was first used by the Hebrew poet Judah Léb Gordon, 1830-1892, on the basis of the 
Septuagint rendering electron (=amber; an alloy of gold and silver) from which the English word 
electric and electricity were coined. 
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if the heavy hand of poetry would lay her hand upon me, I would advance 
eastwards with my heart to take breath in Tarshish (to bring inspiration to 
my heart with a book of Tarshish””’) 


Here the neoplatonic influence is evident from the first two words of the 
first stanza, “if he emanates in abundance.” Indeed, Neoplatonic thought 
was based on emanations. 


We can see a striking similarity between the “universal matter” of Gabirol, 
which is the substratum of all that exists, and the principle in Plotinus’s 
(thought which calls upon all the creation towards unity. All regard here 

(o God, everything wants to ascend to Him: “there is no single being as 
itself that would not belong to this unity, because 6v=év"*"* which means 
(hat the being is unity. And in a similar fashion as Moshe ibn Ezra sees : 
the emanation of the abundance of His shining substance, so in Plotinus’s 
thought, “all act of the soul is love which means to seek the beautiful and 
the good.”49 


if we look at it from this point of view, there is not a being without love, 

“or to put it more shortly, all action is approaching the soul and all this 
approaching is a desire.” The desire of the human heart ultimately is God. 
‘This desire finds its utmost realization in ethics: “the first to undertake this 
\ask was Saadya Gaon (892-942) in the tenth chapter of the Book of Beliefs 
and Opinions. According to his theory, the higher soul of man manifests 
itself in three dynamic forces, so to speak - inborn love, inborn aversion, 
and discernment. In the tenth chapter of his book, Saadya enumerates 
thirteen qualities of the soul which originate in intuitive love, and which 
must be subservient to discernment or mental training. Although this may 
be considered an endeavor to systematize ethical theory, it cannot by any 
means be regarded as a complete work. Saadya makes no reference to the 
qualities which result in inborn aversion, and thus leaves us in the dark 

as to one-half of the system which he proposes to construct. Moreover, the 
principal dynamic force of the soul, discernment, by which the offshoots 
or qualities resultant from the other forces must be controlled and trained, 
is nothing more nor less than what is called soul ina theological sense, 

in a Jewish theological sense, and means little or nothing to the non-Jew 

or non-believer... Ibn Gabirol took a new stand: he made an attempt to 


Alejandro Diez Macho, Moée ibn Ezra COMO POETA Y PRECEPTISTA. Op. cit., p. 21: (=a poner mi 
inspiracién en el libro de Tarsi8 
'\" Enneads VI.9.1. 
'!” Enneads III.5.4 - 1.272. : ‘ Aen yt 
René Arnou, Le Désir De Dieu Dans La Philosophie De Plotin. Paris 1921: Librairie | élix Alcan, p. 88. 
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systematize the principles of ethics, independently of religious dogma or 
belief. What Saadya ascribes to the higher soul of man Gabirol attributes 
to the lower soul; and the dynamic forces of Saadya‘s higher soul to reduce 
to mere qualities or traits of the lower soul. Discernment, again, which 

his predecessor regards as the balancing force of the higher soul, Gabirol 
acknowledges to be no more than the utmost limit of perfection in the 
lower soul, the line, so to speak, where the purely human and the divine 
meet in man.”#?! 


Even if! greatly admire Dr Wise I do not agree with his criticism of Saadya 
Gaon and I think that Dr Wise is not precise in explaining the thoughts 

of Saadya. Dr Wise in my opinion underestimates the role of Platonism 
both in Saadya and his successors, “the Geonim who succeeded Saadiah, 
Hai Gaon, Samuel ben Hofni, Aaron ben Sargado, were, like him, strongly 
influenced by the Mu ‘tazilite movement, although neoplatonic and even 
occasionally Aristotelian elements may be discerned in their texts.”*2 


Contrary to what I quoted from the Preface by Dr Wise I think that 
Saadya’s subdivision of the soul is not only excellent, but is influenced by 
Aristotle. Even if] acknowledge the greatness of Gabirol, Saadya Gaon is 
a philosopher who is not to be put in opposition to Gabirol. This concerns 
especially his point of view on death: 


2A YD ATA NYA WSIA PY IPA PR INANW PAS ,vayT TX onANAW 7D) 
OWN? ANN OPP. PAA? NAT TSW? WR JRoaAw UVTI PMD WIN) 
ja PON PII APY IAN PD Yawn pyd wR OPPry ANoD MPIPT? WR nA 
°NNY,DINID NPDNOA WN WD WI TION ,ANINY TIN? ANP WR 
P27 T8270 DR SPT PPY ON TT NW ADIT NYA ND wy TIAW Wd 12 py7 
425 STINT) NPT [W277 Paw ons 77] YR nw PD PINT 


“Having explained all these matters it is desirable that I should now 
describe the state of the soul at the moment it departs from the body. Our 
teachers have informed us that the angel sent by God to separate body and 
soul appears to man in the form of a yellowish flame, full of eyes shining 
with a bluish form of a yellowing flame, full of eyes shining with a bluish 
fire, holding in his hand a drawn sword pointed at the person to whom 


“" Stephen S. Wise, Preface to the Improvement of The Moral Qualities. Pages 1-29: In: Solomon Ibn 
Gabirol, The Improvement of the Moral Qualities. Reprint. New York 1999: The Columbia University 
Press. Passim pp. 3-5. 

“ Colette Sirat, A History of Jewish Philosophy in the Middle Ages. Cambridge and Paris 1996. 
Cambridge University Press, p. 36 

“8 Saadya Gaon, Books of Beliefs and Opinions (Hebrew). Op. cit., pp. 158-159. 
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death is coming. At this sight the person is greatly terrified, and the breath 
of life departs from the body. In consulting the Scripture, I found that it 
describes the condition in a way similar to what our teachers have told us. 
Speaking of a time of pestilence, Scripture says, ‘And David lifted up his 
eyes, and saw the angel of the Lord standing between the earth and the 
heaven, having a drawn sword in his hand stretched out over Jerusalem’ 

(I Chronicles 21:16).”4% 


This may sound a threatening image of what awaits us before dying. But if 
we led a life in which we tried to live honestly and pursued good deeds, we 
do not have to fear. 


At the beginning of 1969 a team from the French-speaking section of 
Belgian Television completed a very successful series of broadcasts (Terre 
des Hommes) with a carefully documented report on death: personal 
reactions and attitudes, the hope of survival, belief or disbelief in an 
after-life, religious concepts and rites (Catholics, Protestants, Jews and 
Moslems), relationship with the meaning attributed to life. What is of 
interest to us here is the answers of the Jewish respondents: 


“The four Jewish believers strongly underlined the close connection 
between the actions of this life and their prolongation “into eternity.” Two 
of them explained the uncertainty of the Jewish traditions with regard to 
“survival” and stressed the impossibility of distinguishing the body from 
the soul in this connection. Ezechiel’s vision of “dried bones”, that is, “of 
the people resuming its almost uninterrupted history,” (41, a psychiatrist); 
the Jew*s hope is that of the man “who will ultimately be wholly reconciled” 
(44, a barrister), “who will possess, in a perfect and fulfilled form, everything 
he has acquired in this world” (45, a rabbi). A barrister also pointed out 

that “the wicked will be destroyed”, but preferred the idea that “those who 
were not admitted to life hereafter would nonetheless be admitted after a period 
of waiting” (47). Three respondents stated that a form of survival dear 

to Jewish thought is “our survival in our children” and “the idea of going to 

a better world is relatively uninteresting.” 


‘To this we should add this symbolically worded answer: 


- ,Death, according to the Jewish tradition, is wrapped up in the outer 
cover of life (the shroud) which deflects the arrows that might reach 


‘' Saadya Gaon, Book of Doctrines and Beliefs. Edited and translated by Alexander Altmann. In: Three 
Jewish Philosophers. Op. cit., p.152. 
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it and strengthens it through the consecration of one’s righteous 
actions” (41, a psychiatrist).‘25 


There is a great stress on joy in Judaism - without joy Jewish life is 
meaningless. Moshe ibn Ezra expressed this in one of his poems: 


426 NWT OT) MPT NOD) / jam wa? oo» Nrnd 
12D AIT / py 991 /py-bd ayy /rawn MYA) 
TIA NAP? /pnw xx /wIn Td /wIn yxy 
wWOD OIA /Yy7 9 FM / Tay Www amp IX 
1879 0723 / AN TIW /Poy TAWA / Pan XY? 
SNOT RW? / NT worm Poy 1? ANweTRD on 


The Rose*’ 


The garden put on a coat of many colors, and its grass garments were like 
robes of brocade. All the trees dressed in chequered tunics and showed 
their wonders to every eye. The new blossoms all came forth in honor of 
Time renewed, came gaily to welcome him. But at their head advanced the 
rose, king of them all, for this throne was set on high. He came out from 
among the guard of leaves and cast aside his prison clothes. Whoever does 
not drink his wine upon the rose-bed - that man will surely bear his guilt! 


This poem shows in a beautiful way the rose so that man drinks of the 
“wine upon the rose-bed.” We should have joy. Even if the life of Moshe 
ibn Ezra was full of troubles, this poem shows that sometimes he was 
overwhelmed with joy. 


IV. Judah Halevi 


Judah ben Samuel Halevi (c 1075-1141) was the most outstanding 
Hebrew poet in Medieval Spain. Under Moslem rule the life of the Jewish 
community in Spain was quite good. He probably stemmed from a wealthy 
family, and knew Hebrew as well as Arabic. He wrote in these two 
languages. He also passed through Cordoba where he took part ina poetry 
writing contest. He won this contest and Moshe Ibn Ezra invited him to 
his home. They became friends. As a young man, he studied philosophy 


“5 A. Godin (editor), Death And Presence. Studies in the Psychology of Religion. Brussels. 5/1972. 
“6 H. Brody (editor), Moshe Ibn Ezra’ s Secular Poetry. (Hebrew) Op. cit., p. 7. 
“? 'T. Carmi, The Penguin Book of Hebrew Verse. New York and London 1981: Penguin, p. 323. 
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and was especially interested in the Aristotelian ideas which in his days 
evolved in Spain. He became a physician. He greatly admired Aristotle not 
only for his achievements in logic and mathematics, but he also admired 
his knowledge in all areas - Aristotle was the first polymath. But he did 
not admire Aristotle blindly. He asked whether the lovers of wisdom were 
as wise as many of them claimed. Judaism in his day was at a moment of 
crisis. The Moslem sect of Almoradives came from Africa and conquered 
Moslem Spain. Judah Halevi left Granada. He was in contact with Jewish 
and non-Jewish nobles of his time. 


[t could possibly be said that Judah Halevi had a certain disrespect for the 
traditional philosophy but developed his own philosophy in a novel. The 
case of this story was that the king of Khazars in the Crimea converted to 
Judaism four centuries earlier. He chose Judaism because he considered 
this religion to be true. His book has the name Kuzari, The Book of Refutation 
and Proof on behalf of the Despised religion.*”° 


In the book Kuzari, which unlike Halevi‘s poem was written in Arabic, 
there is clear evidence of Halevi‘s Neoplatonism: 


PRD 72ND PIPNAW 7D INYID AYywW AND Nyy NITY IID PANDA WEN ”? 
OTN Ow owen syd 7 TON II7I NON TSN paye by sean o7NT 
Wawe FW) WIT TI) OOP ANT TPDS ,PTNWA OFN 2 39 7IA-NY ON) 
Jana awa 

The Khazar said: You have supported my opinion with respect to what 
I believed and what I saw in my dream, that men will not arrive at the 
divine Word except by means of the divine Word; I mean by actions 
which God orders. Kuzari I, 98 


‘The king of the Khazars asks why did God choose one people and not all 
humanity, and he also asks ifreward and punishment are reserved for the 
soul only, after the death of the body. 


ror Jewish theology, God revealed Himself in history and has chosen 
the Jewish people. The divine spark is transmitted by a spiritual lineage 
through the divine word. 


Ha-Levi, Judah b. Samuel, Das Buch Al-Chazari des Abu-l-Hasan Jehuda Hallewi im Arabischen Urtext 
owie in der Hebréichen Ubersetzung des Jehuda Ibn Tibbon. Hartwig, Hirschfeld (editors), Leipzig 1887: 
Otto Schulze. 
'” ‘The first translation of the Kuzari into Hebrew in: Jehuda Halevi, Der Kusari. Ziirich 1990: Verlag 
Morascha, p. 92 
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Professor Colette Sirat says concerning the philosophy of Judah Halevi, “If 
Judah Halevi had been content with this one hierarchy, his system would 
have been very similar to that of the Neoplatonists, who hypostatized 
intellectual illumination, but for our author (Judah Halevi) God also acts in 
an immediate way, according to a second, non-immediate way, according to 
a second, non-intermediate mode.”*° 


For Judah Halevi, the people of Israel, the land of Israel and the message of 
Israel - the Torah - was a unity. That is why when he declined Aristotelian 
philosophy at the time when he wrote the Kuzari he longed for the Holy 
Land and finally he set on the journey to Jerusalem: 


“Halevi*s decision to go to the Land of Israel was the fruit of long 
meditation on the destiny of the Jewish people, and the Kuzari expounds 
the reasons for this choice. It was at this time also that he wrote his 
poems of love for Zion, which are among the most beautiful in all Hebrew 
literature. In 1140 he arrived at Alexandria, where he was honorably 
received. Four months later he sailed to the Holy Land, where after a few 
weeks he died. We do not know if he ever saw the Jerusalem that he had 
celebrated in poetry with so much faith and hope.”**! 


Although the Jews were expelled from the Holy Land in the first century 
of the Common Era, it does not mean that they did not consider the land 
of Israel as their homeland. On the contrary, the more bitter the exile and 
the oppression by the hand of the Gentiles, the more they longed for the 
Holy Land. The Spanish poet and philosopher Judah Halevi expressed this 
longing among other poems in the following poem: 


4322999 Wd) MANTA AIP 
oaow 7a an pan 


Pawn oxy? / mMpn% Twa 
Paya Ty / NN wT? 
IRS 779 / TONKA 
Pravl Ty? / AINIPN 77? 
..MT Pa 


450 Colette Sirat, A History of Jewish Philosophy in the Middle Ages. Op. cit., p. 125. 

31 Colette Sirat, A History of Jewish Philosophy in the Middle Ages. Op. cit., p. 113. 

432 Yehuda Ha - Levi, Poemas. Madrid, Mexico, Buenos Aires 1994: CLASICOS ALFAGUARA. Bilingual 
Hebrew-Spanish Edition. Translated into Spanish by Angel Saenz Borrds and Judit Targarona 
Borras, pp. 380-382. 
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S73 TK 2979) 
PaynT? aIP /%n by HID 
ST PAS P77 ANI 
OVD TT /AAAN PWN 
MT Pu 


yaya 23 77 
Is7ye po / awn yAX} 
Iyryi x27 /, oN“ Ww 
Sam am / qava Yy7727 
Tin pin 


pip Tay7ox / 1e7nx own 
wmion arpa / Po WA NTA 
saya avn / rk yonw? 
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O dove, why do you moan and why do you raise your voice? 
Celebrate your feasts and fulfill your vows. 


Do I still have the hope to reach my hope to come out of my captivity, 
To fulfill my desire for Mount Hermon? 

Your sad contemplation from your exile towards your beloved, 

Why do you call me pleasant? 

Celebrate your feasts and fulfill your vows. 


Who will give me wings like a sparrow, 

So that I may fly towards my mountain and proclaim my liberty? 

So that I may mix the power of the Temple with the myrrh of freedom, 
And so that I may kiss with love the path of my feet. 

Celebrate your feasts and fulfill your vows. 


Kiss your king who is defending your cause, 

So that you can prepare your feet in the land of darkness, 

See, the shophar“*® is already blowing, because the time of your festivity 
already came. 

Say to your heart: Console, O, console’ 

Celebrate your feasts and fulfill your vows. 


“ Ram‘s horn 
‘An allusion to: "DY WM] ,1M1—Comfort, O Comfort my people. Isaiah 40:2 
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Put please my face against your face 

So that I may see the glory of Mount Sinai and see the bush*® 
May my ear listen in the best way to the answer of my request, 
I trust in the Lord because he knows my name. 

Celebrate your feasts and fulfill your vows. 


In this poem there is a great longing for the holy land and there are many 
allusions to the Temple and Mount Sinai. Of special interest is the verse 
..7M_ an --which is an allusion to the prophet Isaiah: 


Comfort, O comfort my people, says your God. 
Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and cry to her 
That she has served her term, 

That her penalty is paid, 

That she has served her term, 

That her penalty is paid, 

That she has received from the Lord’s hand 
Double for her sins. 

A voice cries out: 

“In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord, 
Make straight in the desert a highway for our God. 
Every valley shall be lifted up, 

And every mountain and hill shall be made low; 
The uneven ground shall become level, 

And the rough places a plain. 

Then the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, 
And all people shall see it together, 

For the mouth of the Lord has spoken. 
Isaiah 40:1-5 


Even if Judah Halevi loved Spain, the land where Jewish culture flourished 
for the whole of the Middle Ages, he knew that the homeland of the Jews 
is the land of Israel. That is why at the end of his life he decided to travel 
there, and he died there. 


486 349 FID °DINT AAI > 
PITY? PRI PDN WR NN AVON PNR 


*° Here is an allusion to the burning bush which Moses saw on Mount Sinai: 


MIO7 TIND... PPR AVP Tn N'7°1--There the angel of the Lord appeared to him ina flame of fire of 
a bush. Exodus 3:2. 


“8° Yehuda Ha - Levi, Poemas. Madrid, Mexico, Buenos Aires. Op. cit., p. 422. 
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A longing to return to the land of Israel**” 


My heart is in the east, and Iam in the uttermost Le 

How can I find savor in food? How shall it be sweet to me’ 
How shall I render my vows and my bonds, while vet 

Zion lieth beneath the fetter of Edom, and I in Arabic chains? 
A light thing would it seem to me - 

To leave all the good things of Spain - 

Seeing how precious in mine eyes 

To behold the dust of the desolate sanctuary. 


‘The most significant German Jewish philosopher of the 20" century, isi 
Rosenzweig, translated Ninety Two Poems of Judah Halevi. He oe 
on this poem: “Yehuda Halevi's yearning for Zion and his saat 0 fe g 
torn between East and West - which he himself increased by tal a e 
vow that could be fulfilled only in Zion - mark a turning point int : ala 
history of the Jewish exile. For a millennium, after the ee ea aS _ 
in Babylon‘s academies during the first centuries had subsi ed, — ging 
for Zion has remained a lifeless possession ~ “religion. But ala e it 
following millennium, at the start of which Yehuda Halevi ie ee 
life begins to flow back into the ancient land. Historically speaking, Ha 
flow becomes a broader stream only a century later with the ee Me : 
of the French scholars. But the lonely yearning of Halevi s soul is the : 
beacon of the new movement, a movement that carries into the presen 
day, with only a single fortifying pause for breath during the ie onl 
following Moses Mendelssohn, during which es voices 0 
Jewry sought radically to deny this connection. 


Rosenzweig points to the fact that the Jews in Germany for some re or 
denied their Judaism and said of themselves that they are ita 
Mosaic confession. The Nazi persecution deprived the Jews zi Pee 
citizenship. So the connection between the Jewish heart and the land « 
israel is vital and it cannot be replaced either by Spain or by Germany. 


ww i i i Return to the Land of Israel. 
49) . z t/halevi/halevi-poem2.html A Longing to ‘gee dhe 

. ‘ aie iain oe chee Poems and Hymns of Yehuda Halevi. Edited and with an introduction 
“38 Pra. ; rMmns 0 

by Richard A. Cohen. New York 2000: State University of New York Press, p. 235. 
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10. Longing for God and Zion in the poems 
of Judah Halevi confronting the suffering of 
the Jewish people 


Judah Halevi (before 1075-1141) was one of the greatest Jewish 
Neoplatonist poets and philosophers. From his poems we know about his 
journeys in Spain and also other countries. Many details of his life are 


saved in his letters.” In this section I would like to analyze some of his 
poems: 


440 


PIT WR CARN IN APT AAA PVD TRO 
From ever, O Lord, You were the house of love for me, my love lived 


there in Your encampment. 


ITPIY TWR7NN VY? - Dar Tow 2y any DA MnDINn 
Because of this love for Your name my enemies punished me; You 
abandoned them - may all be tormented that You tormented. 


» EDA WR 99M TID DIAN PN IN Id 
Your enemies learned your wrath and I love them, for they pursued the 


wounded one that You struck down. 


72 WR DN TADN N2°D - LR OPN ur? apa 
From the day that You despised me, I despised myself because I will not 
honor what You have despised. 


PTD TWN ONT NMI - OX MTD TY Tow ayt - Toy TY 
Until Your anger will pass away and You will send redemption to your 
heritage and to those whom You redeemed. 


The poem opens with the Hebrew word 1% (ma‘oz) which in the actual 


translation means: rock, strength. There is a passage in the Bible where 
God is this rock for the poor: 


27982 TaN? Ny ST> Mn ANAND 
For you have been a refuge to the poor, a refuge to the needy in their 


distress; Isaiah 25:4 a 


*° Solomon Farthon, Mahberet he - Arukh. Jerusalem 1928. 
“9 Selected Poems of Judah Halevi. Berlin 1922. Klal Verlag, p. 29. 


(a ee <a 


—<_- =>: <a 
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‘This is an important message - the Lord is a refuge for the poor and needy. 


Who is not poor and needy today? We all need some comfort. What do we 
actually need? In what sense are we poor? 


We are poor without God and we are poor without love: “The re is na 
protection of the little ones. In a similar fashion as in Isaiah 14:30 w. “5 
both of the words 97 and 7728 are present [these words ari in eek 
needy], here they represent the name for the community of the Lord, 
community that finds shelter by God.” 


God in this poem is called “House of love.” The word for love in Hebrew is 
erat ys 


(ahava). I do not think that we can possess love - we are in a constant } 
search for love - thus it was expressed in the most beautiful love songs o 
sez 

the Hebrew Bible: DAD PIIN ADK AYN TDK WD] TIAN YAP 


‘Yell me, you whom my soul loves, where you pasture your flock, where you 
make it lie down at noon; Song of Songs 1:7 


‘This text is taken by the Kabbalah and expounded in the Zohar: 


“Blessed are those who study Torah in order to know the wisdom of a 
Master, and who know and understand the supernal mysteries, a in en 
a man leaves the world in this way, all the punishments in the world are 
removed from him. Furthermore, they open for him the thirteen ai 
of the secrets of pure balsam (it is said of Rabbi Eleazar ben Pedat in ‘ i 
‘Talmud [Babylonian Talmud, Ta‘ anit 25a] that he had been gare) a 
delights of the thirteen rivers of pure balsam in the world to come. ie 
rivers are interpreted here as 122" the sephira of wisdom], upon i i 
the supernal Wisdom depends, and the Holy One, blessed be Bea aA i 
delight in him in the Garden of Eden, and he possesses both worlds: 
world, and the world to come. 


‘The wisdom that a man should have is, first, that he should mine! beh ae 
and recognize what it is, how it was created, whence it came, an roi ithe 

it is destined to go, and how the body is arranged (the aoe oO . _ 
body, including its joints and limbs), and how it will come to ly aie: 
the presence of the Holy King; that he should know how to unders ; aa 
the secrets of his soul (neshama), what the nefesh is that is in him, whenc« 


| Hans Wildberger, Jesaja. Kapitel 13-27. Neukirchen ~ Vluyn 1978, p. 956. 
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it came, and why it entered this particular body, which is [no more than] 
a putrefying drop, here to-day and tomorrow in the grave; that he should 
understand this world and know the world in which he lives, and upon 
what it is based (after he gains a knowledge of the body, the soul, and 

the terrestrial world, he will be able to understand the mysteries of the 
sefirotic system, which is reflected in all areas of existence, and especially 
in the human being); and, after this, the supernal mysteries of the world 
above, so that he might recognize his Master. And an understanding of all 
this a man may gain from the mysteries of the Torah. 


Come and see. Whoever goes to that world (the celestial world). This 
appears to refer to the soul's entering the world to come, after death. But 
from the end of the passage it would seem more likely that the reference is 
to the mystic ascent of the soul while one is still alive) without knowledge, 
even if he has to credit many good deeds, is expelled from all the gates of 
that world. Come and see what is written in that regard. “Tell me [love of 
my soul] where you feed, where you rest your flock at noon.” 


Song of Songs 1:7 

Tell me the secrets of supernal wisdom, how you shepherd and guide the 
celestial world. Teach me the secrets of wisdom that I have not yet learned 
or acquired, so that I may not be ashamed at those supernal levels which 
Iam to enter, for I have not yet understood them.’”4%2 


This is the mystical level of a part of the poem. But we have to read Judah 
Halevi in the context of the 21 century — especially after the Holocaust. 


Only thus will we arrive at the full meaning of the verse: 


"INN WT 1709 


Your enemies learned your wrath. 


The Holocaust cannot be overlooked or bypassed. It is the most living 
experience of the Jewish people in the twentieth century and even at the 
beginning of the 21* century. That is why I would like to analyze alongside 
Judah Halevi’s poems some of the poems by Dan Pagis concerning the 
Holocaust: 


© The Wisdom of the Zohar. Arranged with introductions and explanation by Isaiah Tishby. 
Translated from the Hebrew by David Goldstein. Oxford, Portland and Oregon 2008: The Littman 
Library of Jewish Civilization. Vol. II, pp. 1131-1132. 
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4a3gQinnn 7P2 ypyA 2nd 
Written in Pencil in the Sealed Railway car 


ata Nw IND 
Here in this carload 


mitt IN 
Iam Eve 


79 ban oy 
With Abel my son 


DVTAT 712 NN NTN ON 
If you see my other son 


OWN Ja Pie 
Cain son of man 


Ip ow 1 yan 
Tell him that Iam here 


Whereas Judah Halevi speaks about “House of Love,” here a see 
something different - departure to Auschwitz: The title of this paar 
tells us immediately what kind of imprisonment is at issue here, or . 
word hatum (sealed), in conjunction with the word garon (railway, car), 
carries an unmistakable association with Nazi deportations of tas ) 
concentration camps...Katub (written) and be*ipparon (in pencil), indicate 
that this text is a record, a trace of the past that makes a claim to historic 


validity.” 


Whereas, as we have seen in Judah Halevi‘s poem, even walking into the 
House of Love is difficult, here one is faced with the threat of ne em 
of the Jewish people - the enemies in the biblical sense or in the sense of 
Medieval enemies of the Jewish people are insignificant by Eee a 
with the Nazis, who treated the Jews worse than man treats animals - if : 
jews for the Nazis were only vermin: “The form of the title puts Sabon 
its semantic content, as a striking symmetry of pattern divides the ie 
quite neatly into two; the number of syllables in each halfis an even six, 


'\ Naomi Sokoloff, Transformations: Holocaust Poems in Dan Pagis* Gilgul. In: Hebrew Annual Review, 
1984. Volume 8, pp. 215-240. Quoted from page 216. 
 Tbid., p. 216. 
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and this balance is strengthened by the close assonantal and consonantal 
rhyme.”44 


The Holocaust was an event that permanently scarred Jewish history - 
the world is no longer the same. Many observant and religious Jews lost 
their faith in God, because it seemed to them impossible to believe in God 
after what they had seen in Auschwitz: “As it highlights meaning through 
the arrangement of words, the title does more than simply emphasize 

the imprisonment of the poetic I; in addition, it acquires a strong 
metalinguistic impact; that is, it calls attention from the external frame of 
reference and to the external frame of reference and to the poem*‘s own 
capacity to create meaning through the relation of one verbal element to 
another. This fact suggests that, while the locking in of human beings is 

a terrible thing, the aesthetic expression of that crime has its own beauty 
or appeal in its power to signify and to make us think.” 


We can find beauty everywhere but it is hard to find beauty in the 
Holocaust. 


The suffering - here the locking in - of the people in the wagons, was such 
a horrendous event, that people were despairing not only of God, but also 
about the values of human morality and ethics. 


But these people were Jews - and this was their main crime. They were 
Jews and that is why they had to suffer so much. Their ancestors were the 
prophets, the people of the Hebrew covenant of God, or if you want, the 
Hebrew Bible. Judah Halevi speaks in one of his songs about this “beautiful 
countryside.” 


47195 7909 Pap van wiwn ym? 

Beautiful countryside, gladness of the world, city of the great King. 
,2719) NNN wd] 7p0D1 79 

My soul is yearning for You from the Western side, 


SOF? TIDIN-7D W751 ANT aA 
When I remember the days of old, many emotions of mercy are being 
excited in me. 


“4 Tbid., p. 216. 
“46 Tbid., pp. 216-217. 
“7 Selected Poems of Judah Halevi. Berlin 1922. Op. cit., pp. 60-61 
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hich revealed, and your interior, which has been 
Your glory, which was y hy 


(yy ow ID “Vy 7am?) 
And who will give me the wings of the eagles! 


!aqyne JPN nya AN 
To soak my tears of your dust, with what I became intermingled. 


DyPN2 ON) 7a Px d2n aN pnwl7 
I have searched you, and even if You have no king, and if instead 


- pyro yw wr 7722 Ay 


‘There are enemies of the Hill of testimony, the serpent and the scorpion, 


JOPWR) JINN PIAN-NN NIT 
Surely, you will take mercy on these stones and reconstruct them, 


lany? wag D2? Ppa ayn 
And the taste of your clod will be sweeter than honey! 


ven if the poet speaks about the city of the great King, now in this city we 
(he serpent and the scorpion. This causes the great sadness of the poet, who 
ings to the Lord from the “western side” - from Spain. This poet expresses 
the despair of the Jewish people, who always considered Jerusalem as the 


city of the Great King. 


j\idah Halevi was convinced that the God of Israel, the land of Israel is 

the “Gate of Heaven’, the people of Israel - to whom God chose to reveal 

\\is truth through the prophets. Judah Halevi was convinced, that fully 

(rue Jewish life is possible only in the land of Israel: “Judah, however, 
understood the problems which emigration to the land of Israel posed on 
wany people; he decided to realize his own aliyah (a Hebrew term oe ; 
wieans ascending to the land of Israel) - the educational act of an individua 
who also seeks personal redemption.”* 


(his redemption is according to many Jews, especially those who attach 
“eat importance to the land of Israel, of great importance and is 
inextricably intertwined with their living in the land of Israel. Some Jews 


\ neyclopedia Judaica CD- Rom edition 1977- Judah Halevi. 
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are convinced that the whole of Jewish life outside the land of Israel is as if 
the Jews would live in impurity and so they long to live and be redeemed in 
the Holy Land of Israel. 


Judah Halevi expressed a deep truth by claiming that the God of Israel, 
the land of Israel and the people of Israel are a unity, a truth which was 
stressed in many prayers. I will quote only one out of many prayers, the 
prayer of one of the greatest modern prophets of Judaism and the world, 
Rabbi Nahman of Bratzlav: “Have mercy on me! Arouse Your great love and 
kindness for me and help me go to the Holy Land soon. The land of Israel 
is the very source of our holiness, as You know, Eternal. All our holiness, 
our purity and our very identity as Jews depend on the Land of Israel. It is 
impossible to be a true Jew and rise spiritually from level to level except 
through coming to the Land of Israel, the place of our holiness, the land 
You chose from all other lands and gave as an inheritance to Your people 
Israel, choicest of all the nations - the land You watch over constantly, 
as it is written: “A land that the Lord your God watches over; the eyes of 
the Lord your God are upon it constantly from the beginning of the year 
until the end of the year.” You know the terrible array of obstacles, blocks 
and distractions holding us back and preventing us from reaching the 
Land of Israel. Our days and years have been wasted in exile. We have 
been banished from the land of the living, the Holy Land. We have been 
kept from attaching ourselves to the Lord's portion, which is the source 
of our very life and length of days, and from dwelling in the land the Lord 
has given us. Master of the Universe, loving God: have pity on us! Open 
our hearts, the hearts of our children and of all Your people, the House of 
Israel, and fill us with the most powerful longing, yearning and desire for 
the Land of Israel. Let us constantly yearn and long to come to the Land 
until You actually bring us there soon, so that we will be truly inspired to 
serve You and fear You. Loving God: have mercy on us! Do not let us waste 
our days in exile. You know our suffering and weakness at this time. It 
is impossible for us to break the tremendous array of barriers keeping 
us from the Land of Israel. We do not have the strength to break so many 
thousands and thousands of obstacles and barriers except through Your 
power and mercy. We have none to depend upon except You, our Father in 
Heaven. Have pity on Your People and bring us to the Land of Israel quickly 
and easily. Give us the strength to win the war and break, drive out and 
remove all those who say bad things about the Land, creating all kinds of 
obstacles to prevent us from reaching there. Help us break and destroy 


easily. 
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||| the barriers and come to the Land of Israel peacefully, quickly and 
27449 


(his prayer is very important and goes alongside the whole = _ udah 
\lalevi, who yearned to live in the holy city of Jerusalem. Be ce : . a 
journey, “great difficulties lay before him. The long journey by ae 
ind desert was perilous. He knew that he would encounter i i 
living conditions in the Land of Israel, which was under Crusader r ; 
\| that time. Moreover, Judah Halevi had to counter the arguments ) : 
lis friends who tried to deter him; he had to overcome his eam : 
lis only daughter and son-in-law, to his students, his many frien ‘ us 
admirers; and he had to give up high social status and the honor whic 
he had attained in his native land. He struggled deeply with his meer : 
\ttachment to Spain, the land of “his father’s graves : at one ane : ie at 
even looked upon Spain with pride and thankfulness, asa ee te 
jews. These indecisions, which occupied him in the last perio : is | a 
ind expression in his “Poems of Zion,” in the Kuzari...and int : ne a 
letters which date from the same period. On the other hand, Juda ‘Ha ni 
was encouraged to make the journey by his friend Halfon ae pase 
lhe met in Spain in 1139. On the 24th Elul (September 8, 1140) Juda i. 
{alevi, accompanied by Isaac, the son of Abraham ibn Ezra, ae _ j 
arrived in Alexandria. Several months later he went to Cairo where a : 
stayed with Halfon ha - Levi. The scenery, pleasures, the puree a a 
honor generally accorded him everywhere, and the friends ips e ites hi 
all served to prolong his stopover in Egypt so that he began to fear tl 
would die before reaching his destination. His friends tried to te 4 
him to remain in Egypt, claiming that Egypt was as important as : e a 
of Israel, since the first prophecy as well as great miracles took Pp ne! ie 
Finally, however, Judah Halevi boarded a ship at Alexandria, une be : 
Land of Israel, but its departure was delayed by inclement tee er! ie ned 
ihe elegies written in Egypt and from the Genizah letters which men © 
death, it could be concluded that he died about six months after se ing 
l\wypt and that he was also buried there. What was denied wae yur 4 : 
however, the famous legend, first mentioned in Shalshelet ha i : el 
and later by Heinrich Heine in his Hebraeische Melodien, has uP ie ws 
relates that he managed to reach the city of Jerusalem, but as he re 
stones, a passing Arab horseman (Jerusalem, in fact, was anes i i 
Crusaders) trampled on him just as he was reciting his elegy, “Zion 


tishali.”45° 


” www.israel613.com - Living in the Land of Israel. 9 pages, pp. 4-5. 
' Encyclopedia Judaica, CD - Rom. Judah Halevi. 
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When we compare Judah Halevi with other Jewish or Gentile Neoplatonic 
philosophers, some scholars say that he was in fact not a Neoplatonic 
philosopher. Thus Professor Guttmann writes: “The singular figure of Judah 
Halevi belongs to no philosophical school. Only the fact that some strands 
of his thought link him with the Neoplatonic tradition, justify discussing 
him in this context.”4°! 


I personally think that this point of view is not correct and I prefer the 
analysis of Colette Sirat: 


“The debate between the various religions is thus engaged on the level of 
the religious act. This act, religious, not intellectual or moral, is willed by 
God, who expresses His desire through the intermediary of an angel... 

the exposition of the philosopher continues with an explanation of what 

is meant by ‘will of God’; this is a manner of speaking, or expressing 
something else, that is, the relations between God and the world. From 
God emanate necessarily and eternally a series of causes that produce the 
material universe; the Active Intellect, the last in the hierarchical order, 
presides over the destinies of this lower world, without on that account 
having a knowledge of individuals as individuals. Man is the product of 

a mixture of qualities; if the mixture is imperfect, he will be close to the 
beasts, if it is perfect, he will have, potentially, the intellect that he may, 
through good morals and the study of sciences, cause to become in actu. He 
will then be like the Active Intellect and will be blended with it. The human 
soul may survive only in so far as this soul has lost all individuality and has 


been transformed into knowledge, common to all men and to the Active 
Intellect.”** 


Here we can see clearly that Judah Halevi is a Neoplatonic philosopher, as 
in this philosophy the primordial One emanates everything in the universe, 
and as Judah Halevi himself writes: 


“One of the proofs for the proposition that the human soul is not corporeal 
and that its existence is not incidental is the fact that the soul cannot be 
divided into parts the way a physical object can be, nor does it separate 
into pieces {when the physical body} which serves as its vehicle is divided 
into pieces. This is because appearance, smell, taste, heat, and cold, while 
themselves indivisible, nonetheless divide when their {conveying} vehicles 


451 Tulius Guttmann, Philosophies of Judaism. New York 1964: Schocken Books, p. 136. 
* Colette Sirat, A History of Jewish Philosophy in the Middle Ages. Paris and Cambridge, U.K. 2000: 
Cambridge University Press and Editions de la Maison des Sciences de ! Homme, pp. 114-115. 
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divide: however, the form {known as} the human intellect is only a concept 
ind . such, is indivisible. [For example,] a half of a physical entity is i 
alled a half that subject. Even when one color isa lighter shade ef another 
it can still be claimed that it retains a portion of the darker color; le 
it is impossible to define one half or part of a person as a fractional part o 

\ person and still call it a human being.”**° 


|lere the concept of the human soul in Judah Halevi's ly oat fas canis 

it corresponds to the traditional point of view of Aristotle s De ah pais 
What is actually influenced by Gnosticism and Neoplatonism, as aa 
Scholem claimed that the Kabbalah is a process which started with the 
jewish interpretation of Gnosticism and Neoplatonism. Concerning 
Gnosticism, Professor Scholem writes: 


“\s a matter of fact, it has been maintained that “a pre -Christian Lie 
of Gnostic character [gnostisierendes Judentum] which ee sale 
inferred only from later sources is now attested to by the rin y eu a 
ead Sea Scrolls. It is said, too, that this Jewish Gnosis is still nee igs 

in the Jewish concept of the Law and in later Jewish apocalyptic...It ri 
even been said that the scrolls are essentially mystical nisieanae Wer 
the experiences spoken of in the Scroll of Hymns are genuine Seka 
experiences. If so, we would then possess the first meen 0 at ty 
mysticism preserved in Hebrew, and it would be only fair ae 0 
continuation of this tradition in later Jewish developments. 


Both in Gnosticism and in Neoplatonism matter was considered as bad and 
the spirit as being pure and stemming from God's side. 


As Professor Hans Jonas, an outstanding expert on Gnosticism writes: 


“In the name of the great first alien Life from the worlds of light, ic 
sublime that stands above all works”: this is the standard ee Mi a e 
Mandean compositions, and “alien” isa constant attribute of ‘ he “lL " i 
that stands above all works,”....Both sides of the idea of the Al ien, ie 
positive and the negative, alienness as superiority and suffering, : hing 
prerogative of remoteness and as the fate of involvement, alterna e i i 
characteristics of one and the same subject - the “Life.” As the “great fir 


8 Judah Halevi, The Kuzari. Translated into English from Hakuzari Hameforash by Rabbi Dov 


i 234, 
oder 5 alem 2000: Kalman Steinberg, pp. 233 23 Ahab pad 
Mt caine Jewish Gnosticism, Merkabah Mysticism, and Talmudic Tradition, New York 


1960: The Jewish Theological Seminary of America, pp. 3-4. 
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ow yam) yipsai m7) O79 
Life” it partakes in the positive aspect alone...It is in line with this view From west and east, from north and south, 
of things that “world” comes to be used in the plural. The expression “the 
worlds” denotes the long chain of such closed power-domains, divisions pray bon RW NPI PAN 
of the larger cosmic system, through which Life has to pass on its way, chasnéeriuss atiaemhaate fan and near, yes, all your 
all of them equally alien to it. Only by losing its status of totality, by Rerepine se 8 servants, 
becoming particularized and at the same time demonized, did the concept 
“world” come to admit of plurality. We might also say that “world” denotes -byp pyat IM MINN PON ow) 
a collective rather than a unity, a demonic family rather thana unique : : : tears like 
individual....in the world the soul loses its way and wanders about, and Accept the wishes of peace of the prisoners of mee Sane Hermon, 
wherever it seeks an escape it only passes from one world into another that 


is no less world.’””45 !pana by ant Aon po7N 


ire that their tears fall upon your hills. 
I dwelt for a certain time on Gnosticism in order to show how Halevi'*s They aceiy Ce aid 
thought was influenced by this spirituality and in order to quote the OTN NN) DIN IN - Jy N29 
following passage from the Kuzari: “The {soul*s} attachment {to the sea a, tackeail ‘oti 
when I cry to God for affliction 
Divine} is hindered by the body. This is because this attachment cannot Tam like a jacka y 
become complete except by loathing and aversion of all bodily powers, pyw> wD uN - MAW nw 
because the body is the greatest impediment to the communion between : aot + Os 
s return, I ama violin for your 
the soul [and the active intellect]. It follows from this that, when the soul When I dream about your prisoner one 
parts from the body, it will avoid all possible injury and will unite with this 
eminent entity in the Upper World. The other bodily faculties, however, sar TN YRPID9) ON-MIe °D 
are intended only for perfecting the body, and will get lost together with snes 1 
2 ; ery much for Bethel and Penuel. 
it, whereas the human soul has already attained the spiritual forms and My heart is agitated and longs very 


secured their substance.”*°° “panmy oyap 9>) an) 


ts and all shrines of your pure ones, 
As I mentioned the death of the poet (be it a legend or not) - I would like to And for the encampments an y 
quote and analyze this poem: sin acne ae 


Divine Presence and your Maker 
457° ONWN NIT TPR There dwells the Div y' 


Zion, will you not ask, Spayw pnw yw Yin? nnd 


PVoON aw Opened in front of your gate the gates of heaven. 


HawiyOur prisony ssi PRI-TNND PA TI WIN 719) 


: f God was your only light 
2pyTy AN on Jaw own And the glory of your Go yi y 


Those who seek your peace and who are the remnant of your flock? pNn P2311 V7} Ww 


And the sun and the stars did not shine on you. 


Wwe o1pA2 JNwi? w)I? WNAN 


soul in the very place 
“6 Hans Jonas, The Gnostic Religion, op. cit. I quoted passim from pages 49-52 O, rather I would choose to pour my vi 
*° Judah Halevi, The Kuzari. Op. cit., pp. 235-236. 


“7 Songs of Judah Halevi (Hebrew). Op. cit., p. 63. 
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ub pyr Dy ADDw OFX nT 
Where the Spirit of God was poured upon your chosen ones 
- 


DN) OTK NOD NNT 79170 12 NN 
You are the house of royalty and the throne of the Lord 


!ppaa MINOD “YY OTA ID 
° if bil 
Even if now the slaves now sit on the places of the lords 


WR NPA IWAN? 72 
If only I could roam through the places 


Pry pra ody ws 
Where God revealed Himself to your prophets and to your ines 


S77) PAN) DID} Rwy? 7 
Who will make me wings so that I could wander far away? 


“pana p33) na? Px 
I would carry the pieces of my broken heart over your rugged ravines 


-ON ASIAN TEIN 77 |NY DON 
I would bow down with my face on your earth. 


f is /PIDY AX JIWINI TNO FI 
would move so that your dust would have pity on me. 


-BR1OMAN NIIP YY TVA ADAN 
I would wail while standing at my ancestors graves 
> 


“Pap WM NAY yy 
Wan} aan 
would bitterly weep in Hebron, at the side of the choicest burial places! 


79792 TAYN) T2791 TAV-A AYN 
I would pass your forests and garden lands, I would stand in Gilead 


= Pnaay Tn SY ODINWNI TY 
And wonder at mount Abarim; 


- =a TYR sO 7172 DIN IW AW WR, 477) a aya AA 
ount Abarim and Mount Hor, where two of your great lights and 
teachers rest, 
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I>pami - PS N|N , ay npax wea STAN VIN - MAWwION 


The air of your land is the life of the spirit and the grains of your dust 
are flowing myrrh, your rivers are honey and nectar. 


pyar yA Ws AAW MIN soy anny any Tm wel? ay? 


It would be a delight for my soul to walk naked and barefoot on the 
desolate ruins where once stood your sanctuaries. 


SPT PTT Dw WR PIV DPD 1131 WR JIN OPA 


There your ark was hidden away, where your Cherubim once dwelt in 
the innermost chamber. 


ppt) DN AND PRD 77 TOT TPR 7] RS POWRI TAS 


I will cut off my beautiful hair and throw it away, I will curse time that 
has defiled your pure ones into the impure lands of exile. 


nw poy IPI TUN my ANY VI AIT CTW 

Happy is the man who waits to see when your light is rising, your dawn 
is rising over him. 

pany nagp YX Jawa Jn - awa ry Pyna nsw. my 


He shall see your chosen ones filled with good, he shall rejoice in your 
joy when you regain the days of your youth. 


ng of Judah Halevi for Zion - the 


In this poem, we can see the deep yearni 
isoners.” Indeed, the entire Jewish 


Jews who live in exile are depicted as “pr 

life in exile is immersed in impurity compared to the dwelling in the land 
of Israel. “From west and east, north and south” - from all the sides of the 
world the Jews are greeting Zion. This longing for Zion was very great 

and is very great even today. After the end of communism (during the 
totalitarian communist regime it was absolutely impossible to go to Israel) 
my first longing was to go to the land of Israel and thank heavens I spent 
three weeks in Jerusalem, today beautifully rebuilt, unlike the “desolate 


ruins” about which Judah Halevi speaks. 


Judah Halevi feels “like a jackal when he cries to God for affliction.” This we 


can understand only in the context of the Hebrew language, in which he 
dwelt. For him, the Hebrew language, Hebrew nation and the land of Israel 
were one unity and to disjoin them meant to destroy the Jewish soul. 


This great longing of the exile finds its peak in the Holocaust, which is 
considered as the uttermost peak of the exile. The nations of Europe said 
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for a long time to the Jews: “You are not Europeans, go to Palestine.” Yes, 
it may be called Palestine or Israel, this land belongs to the Jewish people, 
according to the promise which God gave to Abraham: 


NTT PONT - D8 TAN IVT? WN DIDN-ON TP ND} 

Then the Lord appeared to Abram, and said, “To your offspring I will 
give this land.” 

Genesis 12,7 


Every nation is somehow bound to its native soil. The Jews are more 


attached to the land of Israel since God gave it to them as an eternal 
inheritance. 


The exile inevitably led to the Holocaust. Germany after World War II paid 
reparations to the Jews who were in the concentration camps. But is it 
possible to make reparations? 


Dan Pagis wrote an ironical poem about this: 


“Scayw? aon nuvy 
Draft Of A Reparations Agreement 


SPAN ON OPVIA QIN Aw Dw 
All right, gentlemen who cry blue murder as always, 


ITN OIA 
Nagging miracle - makers. 


lopw 
Quiet! 


apn? aM 2A 
Everything will be returned to its place. 


-Pyod Wis Ppyod 
Paragraph after paragraph. 


IAT Pin Vy TpyEA 
The scream back into the throat. 


*8 In: Naomi Sokoloff, Transformations: Holocaust Poem in Dan Pag 


is* Gilgul. Op. cit., p. 222. In: Hebrew 
Annual Review 1984. Op. cit. i 
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DOT PN AAW 
The gold teeth back to the gums. 


smd 
The terror. 


O11 ANT) MDA MIDIN ON WT 
The smoke back to the chimney further on and inside 


may Yn ON 
Back to the hollows of the bones, 


SPAM OT Wy wen 15) 
And already you will be covered with skin and sinews and you will live. 


OD) PAN Pry ad 
Look, you will have your lives back, 


ay pny op 702 aawr 
Sit in the living room, read the evening paper. 


sy TD Yn !oDIT mn 
Here you are! Nothing is too late. 


wor PM :IASA IID? WR) 
As to the yellow star; immediately 


mT 7979 977" 
It will be torn from your chest 


nw 
To the sky 


‘The Federal Republic of Germany paid and is still paying reparations to 


the Holocaust victims. But can these reparations ~ after the Latin word 
reparatio which according to Latin etymology means Ta fo 

giving back to the perfect, i-e., original state. Dan Pagis mocks i i 
reparations, as they can never bring back the pain and horrors t ne re 
Holocaust, and mostly, they cannot bring back to life that which was kill¢ 
in the Holocaust en masse: 
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pon wax 79 waa yo 7y 


“In keeping with the mixture of the sublime or the extraordinary with y k their portion 
i hile other men seek their po ’ 

the down-to-earth poetry, the speaker begins with the words “tob, tob.... ihetetorer® 

sheket!” as if addressing a disgruntled group of unwieldly individuals owe max |v oP oN 


set on causing a nuisance. Yet these grumblers do not harbor a petty 
grievance; they present a justifiable demand for a miracle, for it would 
indeed take a miracle to erase their suffering and restore their lives. As 

a result, the humorous (though slightly macabre) incongruity between the 
gravity of the situation and the speaker’ s tone of impatient indulgence 
does not indicate a blasphemous disregard for what the people have 
undergone; it points instead to the foibles of those who think there can but also for today. 
be any recompense commensurate with the damage done. Rather than 

approaching the problem directly, in an earnest fashion, the poem adopts 

a lightness that puts into relief the laughable absurdity of such a notion 

as reparations. Any vitriolic rhetoric, any vituperative statement of 

indignation or impassioned cry of grief, would of necessity seem a protest 

unequal to the crime committed. 


‘The Lord is my portion,’ says my soul. 


‘This is the eternal truth of Hebrew thought in the Bible and thus cl 
could be considered a Psalm. “The Lord is my Portion, says my Niet : i 
why Judah Halevi's poetry has its importance not only for the Middle Ages, 


Pagis’ indirect ironic approach allows us to talk about intolerably serious 
things. All in all, though, it allows us to talk about beings and must cope 
with our loss in human terms, even when that loss is beyond measure. "4°? 


It is quite hard to repay the losses which other people inflicted. In the case 
of the Holocaust it is impossible to repay the losses that the Nazis inflicted 
on the Jews. That is why Dan Pagis speaks about repayment with such irony. 


I would now like to move to another poem of Judah Halevi - it concerns 
time. Are we slaves of time? We live in time and space. Even the universe 
started with the beginning of time and space. But we should not be the 
servants of time. 


460777 "FAY 
The Lord is My Portion 


-O7 OFAY TAY yt o7aY 
The slaves of Time are the slaves of a slave; 


WAN 732 NIT CITN Tay 
Only the slave of the Lord is free. 


459 Ibid. Page 223. 
“© T. Carmi, Anthology of Hebrew Poetry. Page 347 
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11. The Possibility of Redemption 


The Jewish people were oppressed for a long time. By this fact I do not 
mean only the Holocaust which was certainly the peak of the hatred that 
European civilization had towards the Jews. We meet this in the twentieth 
century Jewish literature in Kafka, Celan and many other writers. 


Somebody who is constantly persecuted has fear. I remember a dialogue 
with a French scholar during my stay in Paris in 1993. He was in Palestine 
before World War II and I asked him if he had met the Jews and how they 
felt, and he answered me, “they had fear.” 


No wonder they had fear given the historical consequences of the 
forthcoming Holocaust and the difficult situation of the yishuv (the Jewish 
settlement in Palestine before the declaration of the State of Israel): 


“During the 1920s, the Arab nationalist movement in Palestine became 
stronger, and its opposition to the Jews grew more intense. The Mufti of 
Jerusalem, Amin el - Husseini dominated the movement and it became 
more extremist under his influence. Anti-Jewish leaflets were openly 
distributed. One of them, issued by the Jerusalem Arab Students,’ which 
appeared just before the outbreak of the riots, declared: Remember that the 
Jew is your strong enemy, and the enemy of your ancestors since old times. 
Do not be misled by his tricks, for it is he who tortured Christ, peace be 
upon him, and poisoned Mohammed, peace and worship be with him. It is 
he who now endeavors to slaughter you, as he did yesterday. Be aware that 
the best way to save yourself and your Fatherland from the grasp of the 
foreign intruder and greedy Jew is to boycott him. Therefore boycott him 
and support the industry of your Fatherland and God.”4°! 


The boycott of the Jews in Palestine in the twenties was followed by the 
boycott of the Jews in Nazi Germany under the famous slogan, “Deutsche, 
kauft nicht bei den Juden - Germans, do not buy from the Jews,” which was 
the springboard for the annihilation of European Jewry. 


Hitler’ s war against the Jews began on the day he assumed power. There 
were violent attacks on Jews every day since Hitler's rise to power. Jewish 


“8! HH. Ben Sasson (editor), A History of the Jewish People. Translated from Hebrew into English by 
George Weidenfeld and Nicolson Ltd. Cambridge, Massachusetts 1991: Harvard University Press. 
Page 1006. ; 
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academicians and other professionals were beaten and arrested. To 


the Nazis it made no difference if the Jews were assimilated, orthodox, 
religious or atheist, or if some Jews were Christians. This ian 
gradually “the message that no matter how assimilated or valuable a He 
was to society, there was no such creature as a German’ Jew. On April 1, 
1933, a general one-day boycott of all Jewish shops and Panga ee 
implemented by the government and observed by the entire popu ace. a 
people who were not there at the time, lack of any response by the ra 
Germans” to the anti-Jewish activities of the Nazis has always remaine va 
one of the most troubling and perplexing problems in this tragic matter. 


We can see that both the ‘Arab students’ in Jerusalem and the Nazis wanted 
to boycott the Jews. This state brought the Jews into the state of aaa | 
fear and anxiety, and is present even in modern Hebrew literature an 


poetry: 


Keren Pelet 
If there is fire inside me*® 


/ N21 WwW? ON 
Pr nwa xn 


min op > wor / yw nx 

JaPDO IN /MNYP NIN FITON ON APN? MIN PT MV TY TT IN 
Jon owe ow nar oxi / na Oy Ysa / O28 OX 
/nur 2? Ow? ON /AOP? [DIN N? OVD AN PIN Od Anat HIP Nw Pr 
J sora ona / ox nerd Pm Pimw / mn Ty WN Nid 

Joy7 on ow Doyo Ox // 18 PI /ANTID AN PI /N7D 72 W? TY ON 

ond / pram AD Mw 373 PT TX 

avan PIN w 

oMIN TaNN TAWA 

/nnp TIX PnoD xin /nun > AO wax // PT VAN IV 

/xo0°2 Ww? TY ON TORT OND / IN NPT? MN VITPW 

(ae APN // ay RN Dove? oY // IX PI / 12 ANID UN 7 

hon me 2 AI Tan yw NIDA 


CD - Rom, Triumph of Survival. The story of the Jews in the Modern Era ie Based on the 
hook by Berel Wein. Davka Corporation. Canada 1990. Chapter, All the Doors Are eee sal 
) Music CD - Rom: Keren Pelet, Between the City and the Village. (Hebrew) Tel Aviv 2010; Arty 


Distribution. Song Nr. 1 
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If there is fire inside me, he asks only to burn me, 
If I have pointed teeth, 

They only know how to wound me. 

If 1am devoured by jealousy, 

Then I turn to be a ship and a sea, 

And I manage to reach the seashore, 

When I keep my fruits, 

they are high, 

they are so high that I cannot touch them, 
I never ate of them, 

Because I never could pick them, 

If it is my end, 

It seems that the end commences to be hidden. 
And it will come back to me 

In order that I be I. 

If ever there is a prison in this life 

Inside me, 

Iam the only one who is imprisoned there. 
Yes, the only one. 

If my angers are thunder, 

The lightning will beat only my heart. 
Even when I was loved only once, 

The accusation will hang me on a thin rope. 
If this is my end, 

It starts to be hidden 

In order that I be I 

And to ask me, 

If there is prison in this life 

Inside me, 

And Iam the only prisoner. 

Only I. 

IfI am sometimes evil, 

I shoot forwards, 

And the ball 

Always hits 

» Inside me. 


This poem by Keren Pelet shows a certain misery of the poetess: “If ever 
there isa prison in this life, Iam the only one who is imprisoned there.” 
This situation of the feeling of guilt, “the accusation will hang me ona dita 
rope.” Why does the Jewish soul suffer so much? This is because of man 
factors, but mainly because the Jews lived for very nearly two Fone 
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years outside society, often in the ghettos, and they felt alienated from the 
other population. This alienation went so far, that Keren Pelet feels, “iflam 
sometimes evil, I shoot forward, and the ball always hits inside me.” We 
could ask, why is man evil? Where does all this negativity and evil come 
from? Some people believe that evil does not come from God but from the 
devil, or from Satan. Thus the Christian Neoplatonist Church Father Origen 
wrote: “The rational natures did not always exist. They came into being 
when they were created. By the mere fact that once they did not exist and 
then a time came when they did, they were of necessity subject to change 
and movement, because however great their virtue communicated to their 
substance, it did not belong to them by nature but was given them by God. 
‘Thus, they did not derive their essence from themselves but had it as a gift 
from God. Things given may also be taken away and withdrawn. When such 
withdrawal occurs, it is because the soul has turned in the wrong direction, 
away from its goal. The Creator gave the spirits he created the power to 
move their wills freely; they were to make the good their own and to keep 
it by an effort they had to make to keep the good; the good was far away 
and they neglected it. That was what gave rise to its withdrawal. Forsaking 
the good amounts to settle down to the extent to which they turn from the 


7464 
good. 


‘The Kabbalah holds the opinion that evil is “from the other side” - from the 
left side, whereas the right side is from God. 


Origen, though he was a Neoplatonist philosopher, was a Christian and in 
my opinion what he gave here is the revolt of the angels against God which 
the Catholic Church teaches in its doctrine. But the Kabbalah, especially the 


Lurianic Kabbalah, sees things very differently: 


“For Luria, the deepest roots of the Kelipot, or “shells,” i.e. the forces of evil, 
existed already before the breaking of the vessels and were mixed up, so 
to speak, with the lights of the Sefiroth and the above-mentioned Reshimu, 
or residue of En-Sof in the primordial space. What really brought about 
the fracture of the vessels was the necessity of cleansing the elements of 
the Sefiroth by eliminating the Kelipot, in order to give a real existence 
and separate identity to the power of evil. The Zohar, as we have seen, 
already defines evil as a by-product of the life process of the Sefiroth, and 
more particularly, of the Sefirah of strict judgment. According to Luria, 
these waste products were originally mixed with the pure substance of 
Din (sternness), and it was only after the breaking of the vessels and the 


‘t Origenes, De Principiis. 3,1, 2-5. 
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subsequent process of selection that the evil and demonic forces assumed 
real and separate existence in a realm of their own.”** 


What Professor Scholem defines here in a very accurate way, is simply said 
that according to Isaac Luria evil exists even in God, whereas this is totally 
incompatible with the Christian concept of God. It is on human beings, 

if they support good and thus influence the Sephirah Hesed - Mercy, or if 
on the contrary by their mischief they activate the Sephirah Din - stern 
judgment. Then evil will come even to this world: moreover Professor 
Scholem clearly writes, “again, the Gnostic character of the doctrine is 
clearly evident. The mythology of the Gnostic systems, too, recognizes in 
the pleroma [fullness of being] a dramatic process in which particles of the 
aeons are driven out and fall into the void.*** 


Here we can see that the Kabbalah was strongly influenced by Gnosticism, 
especially in the dualistic character of both systems. 


The poem by Keren Pelet shows how strong negativity is and raises many 
questions. 


We can see similar feelings in Franz Kafka. Kafka was not brought up 
religiously, which is reflected in his Letter to the Father: 


“But what sort of Judaism was it I got from you?!...It was also impossible to 
make a child, over-acutely observant from sheer nervousness, understand 
that the few flimsy gestures you performed in keeping with their 
flimsiness, could have any higher meaning.”*°” 


In 1913 he went to Berlin to visit Martin Buber and kept up 

a correspondence with him. They discussed Psalm 82. This Psalm speaks 
about the punishment of the unjust judges on earth. From that yeas Kafka 
started to use in his works the name ‘Judaism.’ 


In spite of the negativity, or if you are realist, a certain form or sadness or 
melancholy which bears a similar mark as the poem by Keren Pelet, is seen 
in the following Kafka text: 


“65 Gerschom Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism, op. cit., p. 267. 

466 Thid., pp. 267-268. 

“67 Pranz Kafka, Letter to the Father: In: Michael Lowy, Redemption and Utopia. Jewish Libertarian 
Thought in Central Europe. Translated by Hope Heaney. London p. 74. 
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“Seen from the tarnished eye we have on this world, we are like rail 
travelers on a train, stuck in a long tunnel after an accident; and we are 
stuck right at the point where the light at the end of the tunnel is no 
longer visible, and the light at the end of the tunnel is so small that we 
must constantly strain our eyes to see it. We always lose sight of it, while 
beginning and end are not even certainties.”*© 


‘The wretched outlook on the world of both Pelet and Kafka is given by the 
fact that even if they wrote poetry or novels, there is a total absence of hope 
which prevails for example in the book of Isaiah: 


JOWA CNN TP PNR PD NYNA-PN YR IW? FIV? APY? JNID TWP Wx AN 
73771 MINN? WR WD TINT TVW? XY NIWTINIAIN NN D2 WYN 7D ANN 
Javan x? 


sut now thus says the Lord, he who created you, O Jacob, he who formed 
you, Israel: Do not fear, for I have redeemed you, you are mine. When you 
pass through the waters, I will be with you; and through the rivers, they 
shall not overwhelm you; when you walk through fire you shall not be 
burned, and the flame shall not consume you. Isaiah 43:1-2 


lhis is the message of hope - the Eternal will be with Israel in spite of all 
ihe troubles, he will redeem them. The condition of constant persecution 
left a wound in the Jewish soul, but the Lord promises, that He will be with 
His people even if they will “pass by the waters,” He will be with them, “the 
rivers will not overwhelm them,” and “when you walk through fire, they 
shall not be burned.” What good news for a people, which went through 
lire and water - in the first case this was the redemption from Egypt, when 
God led them through the See of Reeds to liberate Israel from the Pharaoh. 


(he situation of the Israelites in Egypt was difficult, as the very existence of 
ihe nation was endangered. But the Eternal intervened to save the nation. 
\his situation of not being yet redeemed is well illustrated by the texts of 
Keren Pelet and Franz Kafka. But the Eternal intervened: 


O°? 1] DAY O31] Ow Or AWYT PIN ON ATW TIVEA 
ONT TIN TID DN PO AT MAP pA WT aA 


Ibid, p. 75. 
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“Lord, when you went out from Seir, when you marched from the region of 
Edom, the earth trembled, and the heavens poured water. The mountains 
quaked before the Lord, the God of Israel. 

Judges 5: 4-5 


“This epiphanic passage is a part of a larger unit which can be identified 

as a song of victory, but it can be easily distinguished from the rest. Here 
alone is the Lord*s action depicted; otherwise, only the human participants 
and various natural phenomena act. Since the song as a whole identifies 
Israel's victory as the work of the Lord, the epiphany is central to the 
entire place.”4© 


Dale A. Patrick distinguishes three subdivisions in the above mentioned 
song of Deborah: Leaving and Coming of God, Cosmic Convulsions - Judges 
5:4-5 - the above mentioned quotation from the Hebrew Bible, and God*s 
intervention in verse 11.1 would like to comment on the word convulsion. 


The dictionary says about convulsion: “a number of sudden violent 
uncontrollable shaking movements caused especially by illness.”4”° 


Is not our state in the state of convulsion? Is not something old dying and 
something new coming into existence? The Hebrew'word for convulsion is 
my (avit) and this word is used only once in the Hebrew Bible. 


Let us actualize the context in which this word is pronounced: it is in the 
book Daniel, where king Nebuchadnezzar wanted Daniel to interpret his 
dream: 


King Nebuchadnezzar to all peoples, nations, and languages that live 
throughout the earth: May you have abundant prosperity! The signs and 
wonders that the Most High has worked for me I am pleased to recount. 


How great are his signs, 

How mighty his wonders! 

His kingdom is an everlasting kingdom, and his sovereignty is from 
generation to generation. 


4 Dale A. Patrick, Epiphanic Imagery in Second Isaiah’ s New Exodus, pp. 125-143. In: Hebrew Annual 
Review. The Ohio State University. Volume 8. 1984. Edited by Reuben Ahroni, p. 127 
*“® Longman Dictionary of English Language and Culture. Burnt Mill, Harlow - England. 1992, p. 280. 
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|, Nebuchadnezzar, was living at ease in my home, and prospering in my 
palace. I saw a dream that frightened me; my fantasies in bed and the 
visions of my head terrified me. So I made a decree that all the wise men 
of Babylon should be brought before me, in order that they might tell 
me the interpretation of the dream. Then the magicians, the enchanters, 
the Chaldeans, and the diviners came in, and I told them the dream, but 
they could not tell me its interpretation. At last Daniel came in before me 
he who was named Belteshazzar after the name of my god, and who is 
endowed with a spirit of a holy, divine spirit - and I told him the dream: 
“O Belteshazzar, chief of the magicians, I know that you are endowed with 
a spirit of the holy, divine spirit and that no mystery is too difficult for you. 
Hear the dream that I saw; tell me its interpretation. 


Upon my bed this is what I saw; 
‘Ihere was a tree at the centre of the earth. 

\ts foliage was beautiful, 

\ts fruit abundant, 

And it provided food for all. 
‘The animals of the field found shade 

Under it, 
‘Ihe birds of the air nestled in its branches, 

And from it all living beings were fed. 

“| continued looking, in the visions of my head as I lay in bed, and there 
was a holy watcher, coming down from heaven. 

He cried aloud and said: 

‘Cut down the tree and chop off its branches, 

Strip off its foliage and scatter its fruit. 

Let the animals flee from beneath it and the birds from its branches. 
Hut leave its stump and roots in the ground, 

With a band of iron and bronze, 

in the tender grass of the field. 

Let him be bathed with the dew of heaven, and let his lot be with the 
animals of the field 

In the grass of the earth. 

Let his mind be changed from that of a human, 

And let the mind of an animal be given to him. 

And let seven times pass over him. 

ihe sentence is rendered by decree of the watchers, 

|he decision is given by order of the holy ones 

In order that all who live may know that the Most High is sovereign over 
the kingdom of mortals; 
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He gives it to whom he will 
And sets over it the lowliest of human beings.’ 


Then Daniel, who was called Belteshazzar, was severely distressed for 

a while. His thoughts terrified him. The king said, “Belteshazzar, do not 

let the dream or the interpretation terrify you.” Belteshazzar answered, 
“My lord, may the dream be for those who hate you, and its interpretation 
for your enemies! The tree that you saw, which grew great and strong, 

so that its top reached to heaven and was visible to the end of the whole 
earth, whose foliage was beautiful and its fruit abundant, and which 
provided food for all, under which animals of the field lived, and in whose 
branches the birds of the air had nests - it is you, O king! You have grown 
great and strong. Your greatness has increased and reaches to heaven, and 
your sovereignty to the ends of the earth. And whereas the king is a holy 
watcher coming down from heaven and saying, ‘Cut down the tree and 
destroy it, but leave its stump and roots in the ground, with a band of iron 
and bronze, in the grass of the field; and let him be bathed with the dew of 
heaven, and let his lot be with the animals of the field, until seven times 
pass over him’ - this is the interpretation, O king, and this is the decree of 
the Most High that has come upon my lord the king [in this verse : Daniel 
4:24 the word 1"Y) is used - “ your convulsion - as will follow from the 
further quotation of the fourth chapter]: You shall be driven away from 
human society, and your dwelling shall be with the wild animals. You shall 
be made to eat grass like oxen, you shall be bathed with the dew of heaven, 
and seven times shall pass over you, until you have learned that the Most 
High has sovereignty over the kingdom of mortals, and gives it to whom 
he will. As it was commanded to leave the stump and roots of the tree, 
your kingdom shall be reestablished for you from the time that you learn 
that Heaven is sovereign. Therefore, O king, may my counsel be acceptable 
to you: atone for your sins with righteousness, and your iniquities with 
mercy to the oppressed, so that your prosperity be prolonged.” 


All this came upon King Nebuchadnezzar. At the end of twelve months he 
was walking on the roof of the royal palace of Babylon, and the king said, 
“Is this not magnificent Babylon, which I have built as a royal capital by my 
mighty power and for my glorious majesty? While the words were still in 
the kings mouth, a voice came from heaven: “O King Nebuchadnezzar, to 
you it is declared: The kingdom has departed from you! You shall be driven 
away from human society, and your dwelling shall be with the animals of 
the field. You shall be with the animals of the field. You shall be made to eat 
grass like oxen, and seven times shall pass over you, until you have learned 
that the Most High has sovereignty over the kingdom of mortals and 
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gives it to whom he will.” Immediately, the sentence was fulfilled against 
Nebuchadnezzar. He was driven away from human society, ate grass like 
oxen, and his body was bathed with the dew of heaven, until his hair grew 
as long as eagles* feathers and his nails became like birds’ claws. 

Daniel 4:1-33 


In the year 586 B.C.E. Nebuchadnezzar conquered Jerusalem, his army 
killed the majority of the population, and he destroyed the Temple and the 
Holy of Holies. The Bible speaks of the great sins of the Jews: 


jehoiakim was twenty five years old when he began to reign; he reigned for 
eleven years in Jerusalem. He did what was evil in the sight of the Lord his 
God. Against him King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon came up, and bound 
him with fetters to take him to Babylon. Nebuchadnezzar also carried some 
of the vessels of the house of the Lord to Babylon and put them in his palace 
in Babylon. Now the rest of the acts of Jehoiakin, and the abominations 

that he did, and what was found against him, are written in the Book of the 
Kings of Israel and Judah; and his son Jehoiachin succeeded him. 

2, Chronicles 35:5-8 


‘The rich Jews were taken into captivity into Babylon and only a little 
remnant of the poor Jews remained in Jerusalem under Gedaliah. 


‘The scene from the long passage from the book of Daniel concerning 
Daniel‘s interpretation of the dream and its fulfillment is called 
lycanthropy - when a man considers himself to be an animal. 


‘Ihus the word of the prophet Jeremiah was fulfilled: 
SP TON OW “PNRON WAY TY II by JAN. wiry Taw - 9y pytn - 77 


Why do you cry over your hurt? Your pain is incurable. Because your 
guilt is great, because your sins are so numerous, I have done these 
things to you. Therefore all who devour you shall be devoured and 

all your foes, every one of them, shall go into captivity; those who 
plundered you shall be plundered, and all who prey on you I will make 
a prey. 

Jeremiah 30:15-16 


God's logic is very different from human logic. God condemns Israel and 
punishes her by the hand of her enemies but all who perpetrated these 
atrocities against His chosen nation will be punished. Rabbi Joseph Breuer 
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comments on the above mentioned verses: “[15] verse 1 But, in truth, our 
recognition of God's ultimate goal - Israel‘s redemption - casts a different 
light on the nation’s suffering. The thought of God, the incorruptible judge, 
alleviates their cry of despair. [verse 16] For no matter how heavy the blow 
with which God strikes His people, the result will not be ruin but salvation. 
All those who, blinded by hatred and greed, claimed to carry out “God*s 
justice” by raising their fist against Israel, had to learn from their own 
downfall the absolute truth of Jeremiah*s pronouncements.”4”) 


So, even if Israel has sinned, those who spoiled her will be spoiled and 
those who plundered her will be plundered, “because you suffered so much 
from your enemies - even if sent them [to punish you for your sins], your 
enemies will be punished for their deeds.”*”" 


This means that even if Israel has sinned and God educates her by a certain 
form of punishment, the enemies of Israel will be punished for their hatred 
towards Israel. 


In the framework of Jewish thought, in the beginning is negativity - such 
as for example the situation in Egypt, but God liberates his people. 


We should take into account that God, Israel and Torah are a unity. By Israel 
I mean both the land of Israel and the people of Israel. 


The Hebrew poet Rachel Blaustein, who was born on 20" September 1890 
in Saratov in Russia and studied in France, suffered from tuberculosis and 
died very young, on 16% April 1931. She found her home at the Galilean Sea 
and she wrote a poem about it: 


And Perhaps*” 

(DPT PND OPI 
OV DIT PA Ne INI 
IN 


2? nw oy ona2wa NX? aA 
PON NYTD 1729? 


4”. The Book of Yirmeyahu. Translation and Commentary by Rav Dr. Joseph Breuer. Jerusalem and New 
York 1998: Feldheim Publishers, p. 237. 

#2. Yair Hofmann, Jeremiah. Introduction and Commentary. (Hebrew) Volume II. Jerusalem 2001: The 
Hebrew University, p. 581. 

473 pi Milstein and Zmora (editors), Rachel. (Hebrew) Tel Aviv 1985: Bitan Publishers, p. 176. * 
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And perhaps the things were 

Not fixed forever from the beginning. 
And perhaps 

[had not to rise early with the morning 
To go to the garden 

In sweat to toil and to work? 


Yes, from ever in the long and burning days 
Of the harvest. 

In the high of rounded and loaded sheaves 
Did I not give my voice to the song? 


From ever, did I not cleanse myself in the 
Sky-blue, quiet in the end 

Of the Sea of Galilee, O the Sea of Galilee, 
Or, did it happen only in a dream? 


We can find in this beautiful poem a bitter sweet nostalgia for the time past, 
but the prevalent thought, which Rachel wants to express, is the love for 
the Sea of Galilee. There is an allusion to the hard work she has to perform 
in the kibbutz 2°DX"NYT2 1729 - in sweat to toil and to work? - in the Biblical 
Hebrew, when God expels Adam from Paradise: 
PEN nyTI 
an? 2DINn 
By the sweat of your brow 
Shall you get bread to eat. 
Genesis 3:19a 


But mainly, there is the Sea of Galilee, where the poetess Rachel found 
her home. This Sea of Galilee is important not only for the Bible, both 
the Hebrew Bible and also for the New Testament, but many legends are 
connected with this Sea: “Why is it called Kinneret? 
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The Sea of Galilee - Kinneret, in Hebrew - lies amidst the softly rounded 
mountains of Galilee and Golan. It is the most beautiful and the most 
blessed of all the seas of the Holy Land. 


And why is it called “Kinneret?” Because its shape is like that of the harp - in 
Hebrew, kinnor. Some say that the seas of the music of its waves is as sweet 
to the ear as the song of the harp. 


The ancients gave another explanation: “Kinneret,” they said, “stems from 
the Hebrew kinnara - a species of sweet fruit, today unknown, which grew 
in plenty on the shores of the lake.” 


According to legend, the Sea of Galilee is favored by the Lord God above all 
others. “Said the Almighty: I have created seven seas and of them all J have 
chosen for myself only the Sea of Galilee.” 


Similarly, the Ancients stated: “Seven lands did the Almighty, blessed be 
He, create, and of them all, he chose only the Land of Israel for His own, as 
it is said, ‘For the land, whither thou goest in to possess it...The eyes of the 
Lord God are always upon it, from the beginning of the year even unto the 
end of the year.”4”4 


A different legend speaks about the Sea of Galilee being so holy, that God 
does not only listen to the prayers of man, but even of the ants: 


“Close by the Sea of Galilee, between Tiberias and Migdal (ancient 
Magdala), a solitary rock rises out of the water. 


In former times, when the strand was broader than it is now, this rock was 
part of the mainland, and a nest of ants thrived upon it. These ants lived 
their peaceful lives and knew naught of evil. 


But one day misfortune fell on them. A great storm began to rage; the 
waves of the lake lashed the shore, tore away the earth around the rock, 
and it became a tiny island. The endangered ants left on the rock scurried 
and turned in all directions, looking for a way to reach the shore. Moreover, 
they had no food, and they longed desperately for the mainland that 
beckoned to them nearby. So they turned in prayer to the Lord of the 
Universe, begging Him to heed their distress and put them on dry land. 


“* Babylonian Talmud, Megillah 6a: In: Zev Vilnay, Legends of Galilee, Jordan and Sinai. Jerusalem 
2007: Sevel ve Sevel Publishing, pp. 125-126. 
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i i t felt pity 
ity the shore grew long reeds which, on hearing the ants’ prayers, 
ad agreed ete themselves to deliver their diligent neighbors from their 
peril. And the tall reeds bowed down till their heads reached the rock, and 
ihey became bridges whereon the ants passed with great joy to the safety of 


ihe mainland. 


And since then the rock has been called the Rock of the Ants. 


(he ancients told of a rock named Shen Shel Teveriya - the Tooth of Tiberias 
which, according to them, was similar to the stone put up by the Patriarch 
jacob: “And Jacob took a stone, and set it up for a pillar. 


7475 


Possibly the Tooth of Tiberias is none other than the Rock of the Ants. 


in the beginning of this chapter we saw negativity, especially in the Lae 
by Keren Pelet. This negativity is changed when God intervenes. Thus : e 
jewish nation was in captivity in Babylon as I mentioned above but Go 


delivered them. 


the fact that God has spoken: 


meson cana) ON PIS TA WD np WR WD? yew? TW WX 7D 
yo XD ow) ONT PID? MND? NNDX 


‘Thus says the Lord to his anointed, to Cyrus, whose right hand Ihave 
grasped to subdue nations before him and strip kings of their robes, to 


him - and the gates shall not be closed. 
open doors before him - an g niece 


ing feated the Median king Astyages in the year 550 B.C.E. and 
eal = marched against Babylon, he defeated the Babylonian om 
Nabonid and conquered Babylon. The book of Isaiah (Isaiah 44:28; 45: 1-4) 
wives him the name “The Shepherd” or “the Anointed of the Lord” because 
he permitted the rebuilding of the Temple and Jerusalem. In the oe : 
8.C.E. he passed an edict that enabled the Jews to return to the land of Isra¢ 


and to rebuild the Temple. 


‘The Arabic name of this rock is mentioned in 1690 by the Arab traveler Abed el-Ghant. : : : n ia | 
Meine Reise nach Palastina, Il, 1862, p. 203. ZMDG XXXVI, 1882, p- 390. Genesis 31:45. Bereishit Rabbit 
|. 13 in: Zev Vilnay, Legends of Galilee, Jordan and Sinai. Op. cit., pp. 134-135. 
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‘Thus we can see that the condition of negativity in the Jewish nation was 
changed and transformed into freedom. In the same way we have to try to 
speak to those who are depressed, even if our speech is often stammering: 


“For example, we say that one regrets ten times for having spoken to once 
for having kept silent - and why? Because the external fact of having 
spoken involves difficulties, since it is an actuality. But to have kept silence! 
And yet, this is the most dangerous of all...Not to venture is prudent. And 
yet, precisely by not venturing it is so terribly easy to lose what would 

be hard to lose, however much one lost by risking, and in any case never 
this way, so easily, so completely, as if it were nothing at all - namely, 
oneself.”476 


It is important to speak to the other not to lose oneself. Even God spoke in 
the beginning - the Biblical tradition says that he spoke the NNN Wy - 
the ten utterances, and the universe came into being. But modern scholars 
see in the biblical account certain traces of other neighboring religions: 
“Ever since Bochart (“Hierozoicon’” III, 705), “behemoth” has been taken 
to denote the hippopotamus; and Jablonski, to make it correspond exactly 
with that animal, compared an Egyptian “pe-he-mu’” (="water ox”), 
which, however, does not exist. The Biblical description contains mythical 
elements, and the conclusion is justified that these monsters were not real, 
though the hippopotamus may have furnished in the main data for the 
description. Only of a unique being, and not of acommon hippopotamus 
could the words of Job xl. 19 have been used: “He is the first [AV. “chief] of 
the ways of God [comp. Proverbs viii, 22]; he that made him makes sport 
with him’....obviously behemoth is represented as the primeval beast, the 
king of all the animals of the dry land, while leviathan is the king of all 
those of the water, both alike unconquerable by man. Gunkel (“Schépfung 
und Chaos”, p. 62) suggests that behemoth and leviathan were the two 
primeval monsters corresponding to Tiamat (= “the abyss”; compare the 
Hebrew “tehom’”) and Kingu (= Aramaic “akna’ = serpent”) of Babylonian 
mythology. Some commentators also find in Isaiah xxxf.6 (“bahamoth 
negeb’ = beasts of the south’) a reference to the hippopotamus; another 
again, in Ps. Ixxiii. 22 (“Iam as behemoth [= “beasts”; A.V. “a beast” 

before thee”); but neither interpretation has a substantial foundation. It is 
likely that the leviathan and the behemoth were originally referred to in 


“* Soren Kierkegaard, The Sickness unto Death, translated by Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong. 
Princeton 1980: Princeton University Press, p. 34. 


s | 
Reflections on Jewish Mysticism | 201 


Habakuk ii, 15: “the destruction of the behemoth [AV. “beasts” | shall make 


them afraid”’?”” 


In fact the Bible writes in the very beginning of the book of Genesis: 


WAIN ANT PART 


The earth has been unformed and void 
Genesis 2:la 


5 this taken from the Babylonian mythology? Many scholars think so and 

| am ofa similar opinion. But if in the beginning there was an abyss, then 
God has to win. In the beginning of this chapter there was negativity, but 
God turns this negativity into something positive - if leviathan symbolizes 
the primordial abyss and negativity, then in the messianic time the pious 
ones shall make a banquet of it. R. Johanan says that at the time of the 
resurrection a banquet will be given by God to the righteous, at which the 
(lesh of the leviathan will be served.” 


Maimonides, in his understanding of the development of the divine 
intellect and human intellect, which has to acquire knowledge about God, 
understands leviathan from the Hebrew word 111? to accompany, to unite, 
(o join). According to him, leviathan designates an imaginary monster in 
which are combined most various animals.” 


““In the cabbalistic literature the “piercing leviathan’ and the “crooked : 
leviathan” [Isaiah 26,1], on which the haggadah concerning the hunting o 
the animals is based, are interpreted as referring to Satan - Samael and his 
spouse Lilith (Emek ha Melek, p. 130a).’”4°° 


| found the most interesting and most important explanation in the 
Midrash which bears the name Pesikta De - Rav Kahana, one of the oldest \ 
homiletic Midrashim. The word pesikta means “the section’ or “the portion. 
‘The Pesikta de-Rav Kahana contains homilies on portions of the Torah and 
haftarah [which means ‘termination; the prophetic reading which ae 
the reading of the Torah. The practice is, in any event, ancient, aeons y 
referred to in the New Testament's reference (Acts 13:1 5)] readings for | 
the festivals and special Sabbaths...In 1832L. Zunz, in an ingenious work 


www.jewishencyclopedia.com Leviat* han and Behemoth - 2 pages, p. 1. 
Babylonian Talmud, Baba Batra I. c. 

! Moses Maimonides, The Guide of the Perplexed. III. Chapter 23. 
www,jewishencyclopedia.com Leviathan and Behemoth 2 pages, p. 1. 
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of scholarship, demonstrated the existence of Pesikta de-Rav Kahana as 
distinct from Pesikta Rabbati and the Pesikta Zutarta, although there was no 
text or text available to him. On the basis of references and readings in the 
medieval Yalkut Shimoni and especially in the Arukh, Zunz even went so far 
as to propose a new order of contents of 29 chapters. Chapter 1, on Rosh ha- 
Shanah, was followed by the festivals and special Sabbaths in the normal 
cycle of the year. It has been demonstrated, on the basis of its language 

and of rabbis and place names mentioned, that the Pesikta is a Palestinian 
text, probably of the fifth century. In 1868 Solomon Buber published an 
edition of the Pesikta based on numerous manuscripts. The discovery of 
these manuscripts represented a remarkable confirmation of Zunz’s basic 
proposition ~ the existence of the Pesikta...The confirmation of the original 
structure of the Pesikta was made possible by the discovery of a new Oxford 
manuscript of the 16" century. It is the only one of the manuscripts which 
has a table of contents beginning the cycle of the year with the chapter on 
Rosh ha - Shanah, almost exactly as Zunz surmised in his arrangement of 
the order of chapters.”48! 


I found the text in Pesikta de-Rav Kahana about Leviathan most interesting 
and I consider him as most important and that is why I will quote a part 
-pesikta on the leviathan in English translation:“In another comment the 
verse is read There shall be a sukkah for shade from the searing heat of the Day 
[of Judgment] (Isaiah 4:6). R. Levi said: In this world, whosoever obeys the 
command to dwell in a sukkah - [that is, in awareness of the presence of 
God] - him, in the world-to-come, the Holy One will have to dwell, [safe 
from his fiery wrath], in a sukkah made of the Leviathan’ s skin, as itis said 
in the verse in which God asked Job: [Dost thou not realize that even the 
tiniest gap in] the walls of the sukkah of the righteous] will be filled in with skin 
from the Leviathan? (Job 40:31).”482 


Is there a possibility of redemption for Israel? The negativity of Keren Pelet 
and Franz Kafka - the impossibility of seeing light, yes, in the beginning 
there is an absence of redemption. But this does not mean that God does 
not give himself and that He will not redeem Israel. In the words of Franz 
Rosenzweig: “Previously it was original freedom, the untrammeled passion 
of the mythical God, which burst forth from the concealed God into the 
light of the new day as divine creative power. So too, the moira of God, 


Encyclopedia Judaica, CD-Rom Edition. Jerusalem 1977. Keter Publishing House. See Under 
“Pesikta De- Rav Kahana.” 

“8 Pesikta de- Rab Kahana. R.Kahana‘s Compilation of Discourses for Sabbaths and Festal Days. 
Translated from Hebrew and Aramaic by William G (Gershon Zev) Braude and Israel J. Kapstein. 
London 1975: Routledge& Kegan Paul, p. 467. 
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that fateful divine essence, now seeks a path into the open. God*s inner 
“nature,” the infinite silence of the sea of his being had, itis true, coalesced 
and gravitated into fate under the impact of the divinely internalized 
freedom of action. But fate too, had always been something enduring. Moira 
did not change her decree: though the decree might disclose itself only us 
the course of time, it is valid from the beginning. Fate is the primeval law; 
its heralds are the oldest in the race of the Gods, and itis no coincidence 
that they are mostly feminine. For the maternal is always that which ts 
already there; the paternal is only added to it: the female is ever mother 
to the male. Fate is thus enduring and primeval, qualities which it must 
lose as it leaves the darkness of divine concealment to burst forth into 
brightness. Freedom of action had become manifest in creative power as " 
essential, attributive being. Now, however, fated being must manifest itse 
in a corresponding reversal as occurrence sprung from the moment, as 
the event occurred. Fate bursts forth eventually with the whole force of 
the moment. It is not destined from of yore. On the contrary, itis precisely 
the negation of everything valid from yore, the negation, indeed, of the 
very moment which immediately precedes this one. It is the moment — 
which, within its own constricted space, harbors all the weight of destiny, 
a destiny not “destined” but suddenly there and yet as inescapable in a 
suddenness as though it were destined from of yore. What is this fate? 
A glance at that creature which was created in God s image and analogy 
teaches us the only way we can, the way we must intra-divine fate Deas 
affect. Just as God's caprice, born of the moment, had converted ie into 
enduring power, so his eternal essence converted itself into - love, ne ove 
newly awake with every moment, ever young love, ever first love. 


So we can see that God‘s very essence converted itself into love, ever young 


love. 


But we still live in this heaviness of being and the poetess Rachel lived 
under this heaviness of being. Moreover, she suffered from tuberculosis. 
‘This heaviness and hardship of the being is expressed also in the following 


poem: 


Franz Rosenzweig, The Star of Redemption. Translated from the German by William W, Hallo, Notre 


ame and London 1971: University of Notre Dame Press, pp. 159-160. 
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In the night comes the messenger“** 
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In the night comes the messenger 

Towards my old bed, 

my bones were sticking out and nothing remained of my back. 
And I knew that the old bridge will 

Break up. 

And I also knew that between 

Yesterday and tomorrow 

Are hanging the hands of time. 


His skinny hand was threatening me 
I will listen to the malicious laughter, 
Well, this will be 

His last song. 


This poem might sound gloomy, but in fact it is positive - the messenger 
who wants to protrude the poetess, “well, this will be his last song.” 


This again alludes to the redemption of Israel from Babylonia - the word 
messenger 7W1 is here the one who brings the good news of the liberation 
of the Jews from captivity: 


22 TPS? Tax ww? ww Ty waa ow yawn Iwan cbs oaan>y NIA 
SPAIN 


“84 Rachel. Edited by Uri Milstein. Op. cit., p. 122. 
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How beautiful upon the mountains are the feet of the messenger who 


announces peace, who brings good news, who announces salvation. 
Isaiah 52:7 


| spoke in the beginning about the Holocaust and the misery of the Jews 
under Hitler’s dominion - this of course is very negative and makes us cry. 
But on the contrary, in May 1948, after nearly 2000 years the State of Israel 
was declared. This is on the contrary very positive. I would like to finish 
with the beginning of the prayer for the state of Israel, which many Jewish 
people, especially those living in Israel pray: 


SINR NOS MWR YNWPTNP TN AD WR RW? WS DawaAwW Wax 
PWN JNO TUN Pow) Joww no yy wp) WON NIA] Wy yan 
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Our Lord in heaven, the Rock of Israel and our Redeemer, bless the State 
of Israel, the sprouting of our salvation, defend her on the wings of Your 
love, and spread over her the tabernacle of Your peace and send her Your 
lisht and Your truth to her leaders, to its President and we ask You, give 
her good advice in front of Your face. Strengthen the hands of those who 
defend the land of our sanctity, and accept us, God of our salvation, and 
You, the crown of our eternity, give please peace to the land and rejoice in 
ler and in her inhabitants. 


the Gates of Prayer. Tae Hebrew Prayer Book. (Hebrew). Tel Aviv 1990: Moden, p. 397. 
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12. Exile and Evil 


|. Evil, as understood in the non-Jewish milieu 


What is evil? Many Christian and Jewish thinkers have tried to answer this 
question. This question is mentioned in the ancient Greek religion, which 
was connected with the life of Philo of Alexandria: “Philo then warns that 
one should speak of this mystery [divine union with God] only to those who 
have been initiated and he himself passes over to a still loftier mystery, the 
exposition on the biblical verse: 


Have you not just called to me, 
“My father, you are the friend 
of my youth’ 

Jeremiah 3:4 


Now the soul is the recipient of the divine seed; through intercourse with 
the soul God makes it into a virgin. The governing idea here apparently 

is the sursum vocatio, the rebirth, the birth of the divine being within us, 
which in fact is bound up with the “virgin” number seven. The connection 
with the Hellenistic mysteries here is clear....for a human father God 
creates the arkhai geneseos - the beginnings of creation - for a divine 


child.4*6 


In early Christianity the Church Father who was most concerned about 
this was St Augustine. Augustine’ s account of the problem of evil came 
in the end to embrace almost every area of his writing, as he perceived 
more and more of the ramifications of the subject. In his youth he was in 
the Manichean sect. “The account of the problem of evil took three “poles” 
of divine omnipotence, and the presence of evil apart by separating the 
goodness and the omnipotence of God. It fully accepted the reality of 

evil and made it a power in the universe in its own right, one of two first 
principles, eternally at war with the power of good. The evil power could 
be identified with matter, and the good, with spirit. Thus bodies were to 
be regarded as evil and souls as good. In human beings, compounded of 
body and soul, the eternal war in the universe was waged in microcosm. 
That went a long way towards explaining the observable ills of the human 


* Hellenistic Mystery-Religions. Their Basic Ideas and Significance by Richard Reitzenstein. 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania 1978: The Pickwick Press. Translated by John E. Steely, pp. 312-313. 
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condition and Augustine’ s own consciousness of internal warfare. It also 
made it possible to understand human souls as sparks of the good spirit 
trapped in evil material bodies. Their salvation would thus naturally 
consist in freeing themselves of those bodies by denying themselves ; 
physical pleasures and foods which built up the bodily part, and aspiring 
always toward the spiritual and intellectual."*” 


Augustine became more and more uncomfortable with this teaching, 

until he traveled to Italy and heard the sermons of St. Ambrose in Milan. 
Ambrose was preaching on the book of Genesis, drawing on the comments 
of the Greek Fathers. 


“The result was a radical re-orientation not only of his (Augustine® s) life 
and beliefs but also of his thinking about the problem of evil. Since he must 
now accept that God is wholly good and all-powerful, he had to conclude 
that evil does not exist, for its existence would be incompatible with the 
existence of such a God. That left him with the new difficulty of showing 
how something which does not exist can be such a powerful influence 

in the world. He came to believe that it did so by limiting the freedom of 
the will. A will infected by evil can no longer choose the good, and so it is 
deeply inhibited.” 


‘The fact that evil would not exist seems interesting. But we can see the 
tangible effects of evil in the world: “It is here that he made most original 
contributions to the theology of evil. As a Christian, he came to see sin 

as the act of evil. So, sin and evil become aspects of a single problem. To 
believe that evil was the result of a wrong act of will by a rational creature 
fit the case of Satan as well as that of humankind. It gave Augustine a cause 
for evil which did not lie in a God wholly good and therefore incapable of 
evil.”4*° 

it is beyond the scope of this book to speak about all non-Jewish concepts 
of sin and evil. I mentioned Augustine because he is very important for the 
understanding of early Christian philosophy. 


‘The African early Christian philosopher Hermogenes, a Stoic philosopher 
who later became a Christian, developed a theory of the first uncreated 


Allan D. Fitzgerald (editor), Augustine through the Ages. Grand Rapids, Michigan, Cambridge, U-K. 
1999: p. 341. 
W [bid. p. 341. 
 [bid. p. 342. 
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matter which is coexistent with God and an agent of evil. This theory soon 
led to the dualism of the Gnostics. Even the famous Tertullian did not 
escape this fate; he was the church father who later became a Manichean. 
His explanation of evil was that whereas good comes from matter, both 
matter and spirit should be attributed to God and according to him we 
should come to the idea of creatio ex nihilo - creation out of nothing. 
Lactantius, in his patristic work “De Ira Dei” [About the Wrath of God], 
said that evil cannot come from God, but in spite of this he was a dualist. 
St. Augustine dwelt much on the idea of evil. He claimed that evil is not 

a substance but an accident of a substance - originating in disorder. 
According to him, evil is the privation of the good, concerning both 
material or spiritual evil. This idea was also incorporated into Thomism, 
the official doctrine of the Catholic Church. Sin thus becomes a condition of 
human freedom. Even in his famous work De civitate Dei [About the City of 
God] Augustine saw the source of good in good will. 


ll. The Babylonian Exile 


The Babylonian exile is considered the beginning of all the tragedies 

of the Jewish nation. Even if previously the Jews were in exile in 

Egypt, the Babylonian exile is the start of all future catastrophes. But 
even here God is with the Jewish people and does not abandon them: 
1NDI 739 AWAY Ta nao wand Awanr ows. aw Ow >wr oN 
O'72N OX ANN) Daw - It happened in the thirtieth year in the fourth 
month on the fifth of the month, as I was among the exile by the River 
Kebar; the heavens opened and I saw visions of God. 

Ezekiel 1:1-2 


Rabbi Ibn Gabbay in his “Avodat Kodesh” [Holy Worship] dwells on the 
explanation of the divine mysteries: “I saw light being shed on the way 
before the truly wise people. They were in a certain way instructed to 

rise and attain true life. The truth which they received was handed down 
from man to his mouth from the Lord of prophecy, peace be upon Him. 
They give this wisdom further to the truly wise people that were able to 
understand the mystery of the Godhead, and this mystery is in the domain 
of Emanations. Here man can truly know his Creator and serve Him with 
perfect service, as the Highest desires it.”4”° 


*“° Meir Ibn Gabbai, Avodat Kodesh (The Holy Worship) [Hebrew]. Jerusalem 2010, p. 1. 
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As Professor Scholem has proved, the beginnings of the Kabbalah are 
inextricably intertwined with Christian, or even Jewish Gnosticism. One 
of these concepts was the concept of the divine body - something which 
philosophers such as Aristotle, Maimonides or Thomas Aquinas would 
strongly judge as a form of heresy. But the early rabbis of Judaism, such as 
Rabbi Ishmael and Rabbi Akiba were not unfamiliar with this concept. 


Scholem says about it [the quotation starts by quoting the Talmud, the 
tractate Nidda]: 


““Whoever knows the measurement of our Creator and the glory of the 
Holy One, praise be to Him, which are hidden from creatures, is certain of 
his share in the world to come.” Rabbi Ishmael and Rabbi Akiba, the two 
heroes of Merkabah mysticism, appear as the guarantors of this sweeping 
promise “provided that this Mishnah is daily repeated. 


What is really meant by these monstrous length measurements is not 
made clear; the enormous figures have no intelligible meaning or sense~ 
content, and it is impossible really to visualize the “body of the Shekinah 
which they purport to describe; they are better calculated on the contrary 
to reduce every attempt at such a vision to be absurd. The units of the 
measurement are cosmic; the height of the Creator is 236,000 parasangs 
according to another tradition, the height of His sole alone is 30 million 
parasangs. But “the measure of a parasang of God is three miles, and a mile 
has 10,000 yards, and a yard three spans of His span, and a span fills the 
whole world, as it is written: Who has meted out heaven with the span.” 


the Christian Gnostics of the second century spoke about the Creator of 
the world, who according to them was a bad god, and they draw a sharp 
distinction between this “unknown and strange” God, who was the God 
of Israel compared to the good God of the New Testament. “It may be that 
(he Shiur Koma [teaching about the body of God] reflects an attempt to 
give a new turn to this trend of thought, which had become widespread 
n :roughout the Near East by postulating something like a harmony 
between the Creator and the “true” God.”*”? The first notion that God 
could have a body is indicated in the first chapter of the book of Ezekiel: 
NT NODA NWT VWI NOD NWT VSOTAN AN WD OWN Tey AWN yp? Vy 
noynoa Poy OX ANWD - And above the expanse which was above their 
heads was like the appearance of sapphire stone in the likeness of a throne; 
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and upon the likeness of the throne a likeness like the appearance of a man 
upon it from above 
Ezekiel 1:26. 


It is interesting that one of the old commentaries, called Metzudas 

David, when commenting on the word in the following verse which is in 
Hebrew 27wn - (khasmal) - amber, this commentary from the sixteenth 
century says that “this word indicates that the Essence of God cannot be 
anthropomorphically perceived and is a combination of 7 wn (khash - 
mal), meaning that it is best to be silent as to its implications [wn = silent; 
7 = word].4% 


An old Jewish parable speaks about a king, who was hidden to the world. 
This king was God. In his innermost being he created comfortable rooms, 
and their number was thirty two. To each of these rooms there led only one 
way. Was somebody worthy of going into the chambers of God? No. But the 
King wanted to show His jewels, pearls and precious stones to the others. 
What did the king do? He adorned his daughter with these jewels and 
whoever wanted to see Him, had to first see His daughter. This is also the 
meaning of the following text from the book of Bahir: 


“The first letter of the Torah is Bet, the second letter of the Hebrew 
alphabet. It is also the first letter of the word Berakha, meaning “blessing.” 


When the Torah is discussed, it normally refers to the Five Books of Moses, 
or ina broader sense to the entire theological structure based on these 
Books. In a Kabbalistic sense, however, the word “Torah” refers to the entire 
spiritual blueprint of creation. 


When the Kabbalists speak of God’s eminence and transcendence, they say 
that He “fills all worlds and surrounds all worlds” (Zohar 3:22 25a). The 
letter Bet refers to the interface between these two concepts, and hence the 
name of the letter Bet I related to the word Bayit, meaning “house.” 


The concept whereby God “fills all worlds” is indicated by the word 
“Blessing.” Whenever God reveals His essence in any thing, He is said to 
“bless” that thing, and the verse therefore states that “the filling is God*s 
blessing.” The vehicle for this blessing is nothing other than the Torah. 


“° Ezekiel. A new translation with a commentary by Rabbi Moshe Eisenmann. New York 1998: 
Mesorah Publications, The Art Scroll Tanach Series, p. 87. 
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In order for a totally transcendental God to relate to His creation, a series 
of Ten Sefirot (Emanations) had to be brought into existence. The first 

two of these Sefirot are Keter - Crown and Chakhmah - Wisdom. The first 
Sefirah is called the Crown, since a crown is worn above the head. The 
Crown therefore refers to things that are above the mind's abilities of 
comprehension. Wisdom is therefore the first thing that the mind can 
grasp, and is therefore a “beginning.” Since Chakhmah - Wisdom is the 
second Sefirah, it is alluded to by the second letter of the Hebrew alphabet, 
which is the letter Bet.”4™* 


King Solomon had a dream in which God appeared to him and wanted to 
give him anything that he wishes, but Solomon asked for Wisdom. God said 
to him: 


Because you have asked this, and have not asked for yourself long life 

or riches, or for the life of your enemies, but have asked for yourself 
understanding to discern what is right, I now do according to your word. 
Indeed I give you a wise and discerning mind; no one like you has been 
before you and no one like you shall arise after you. I give you also what 
you have not asked, both riches and honor all your life; no other king shall 
compare to you. If you will walk in my ways, keeping my statutes and my 
commandments, as your father David walked, then I will lengthen your 
life. 

| Kings 1:10-14 


Professor Scholem says that “wisdom is the last Sephira, which appears 
in the Talmud as Shekhinah [Divine Presence], as Wisdom in the Bible. 
Wisdom is not only the Presence of God. It is the specific moment of His 
development.”*° 


So even after all the sufferings and exiles, the Jewish nation believed that 
the Eternal will lead her. Wisdom which is Shekhinah - the Divine Presence, 
played a very important role in Jewish tradition and many kabbalists, ie. 
Nahmanides, speak of wisdom as the Sephirah through which God created 
the world. I would like now to quote from the Book of Wisdom, in order to 
show how vital the role Wisdom had in the formation of the relationship 
between God and the Jewish nation, indeed, with the whole world: 


" THE BAHIR, Illumination. York Beach, Maine 1990: Samuel Weiss. Translation, Introduction and 
Commentary by Aryeh Kaplan, p. 91. ; ; 

” Gerschom Scholem, Von der mystischen Gestalt der Gottheit - About the Mystical Shape of the 
Godhead. Frankfurt 1977: Suhrkamp, p. 158. 
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But in full might [Wisdom] she reaches from end to end, 

And orders all things graciously. 

Her I loved and diligently sought from my youth up, 

And sought to take her as a bride for myself, 

And I became enamoured of her beauty. 

She glorifies her noble birth as being one that has the converse of God, 
And the Lord of all things loved her. 

For she is initiated into the knowledge of God, 

And chooser of his works. 

But if riches be a possession to be desired in life, 

What is richer than wisdom that makes all things serviceable? 
And if understanding works, 

Who of all beings is a greater artificer than she? 

And if a man loves righteousness, 

Her labors and virtues; 

For she teaches temperance and prudence, 

Righteousness and manliness, 

Than which nought in life is more profitable to man. 

But if also a man long for much experience, 

She knows the thing of old and conjectures the things to come; 
She understands the subtleties of speeches and interpretations of riddles; 
She foresees signs and wonders, 

And the issue of seasons and times. 

I determined then to take her to live with me, 

Knowing that she will be to me a counselor of good things.’ 
Wisdom 8: 1-9 


Here we can see a clear influence of neo-Platonism. Plotinus saw the 
Intellect - Wisdom - as the first emanation: “The first derivation from 
the One is Intellect. Intellect is the locus of the full array of Platonic 
Forms, those eternal and immutable entities that account for or explain 
the possibility of intelligible predication. Plotinus assumes that without 
such Forms, there would be a non-arbitrary justification for saying that 
anything had one property rather than another. Whatever properties 
things have, they have owing to there being Forms whose instances these 
properties are. But that still leaves us with the very good question of why 
an eternal and immutable Intellect is necessarily postulated along with 
these Forms.”*%” 


“© The Book of Wisdom. New York 1957. Harper & Brothers. An English Translation with Introduction 
and Commentary by Joseph Reider, pp. 119-121. 
“7 http:// plato.stanford.edu/entries/plotinus Plotinus 8 Pages, p. 3. 
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But now I would like to come back to the interpretation of the text of 
Ezekiel 1:26. Many rabbinic authorities disagree with the anthropology of 
the Kabbalah: “Rashi offers no comment to verse 26, and on this verse he 


comments merely: 
‘One is not permitted to reflect on this verse.’ 


Rambam [Maimonides] in the Guide of the Perplexed 3:7 offers the 
following: ‘It is also noteworthy that the likeness of man above the throne 
is divided, the upper part being like the color of amber, the lower part like 
the appearance of fire... Now consider how the Sages clearly stated that the 
divided likeness of man does not represent God, Who is above the whole 
chariot, but represents a part of creation. The prophet likewise says [in the 
following verse]: That was the appearance of the glory of the Eternal; but the 
glory of the Eternal is different from the Eternal Himself. All the figures in this 
vision refer to the glory of the Lord, to the chariot, and not to Him Who 
rides upon the chariot; for God cannot be compared with anything.”4° 


Of course the Medieval Kabbalist Ibn Gabbai is of a different opinion than 
Rashi or Maimonides. In the form of questions and answers he tries to 
explain the existence of God and the Sephiroth. I will translate only the 
passage concerning the existence of God. Whereas today we would argue 
with the ways of reason, ibn Gabbai takes an example from the history of 
biblical Israel, so from the holy Scriptures: 


Question: “Ifhe asks you how can he be convinced that the world is being 
organized [by the Creator]: 


Answer: “The way it is impossible for a ship to [sail on waters] without 
having a captain, so it is impossible for the world to exist without the 
Sustainer. And this Sustainer is Ein Sof [the Infinite], and in His honor it 
was written, ‘I have seen a limit to all perfection, but your commandment 
is exceedingly broad’ 


Psalm 119:26. And it is also written: ‘For God will bring every deed into 
judgment, including every secret thing, whether good or evil’ 


Ecclesiastes 12:14. And even when He is hidden He has a purpose in 
Himself and nobody can fully understand Him except Himself. 


Ezekiel, translated by Moshe Eisenmann. Op. cit., p. 87. 
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He is the Infinite [Ein Sof] and not only can nobody fully understand Him, 
but there is no boundary in Him, or any outer reason, why He should 
exist [than Himself], because He is the cause of all causes and the utmost 
reason which makes everything intelligible. Concerning the way in which 
He governs the world we see that everything has its end, but the hidden 
[God] whom we investigate has no end, because it is written: ‘He has made 
everything suitable for its time; moreover he has put a sense of past and 
future into their minds, yet they cannot find out what God has done from 
the beginning to the end’ Ecclesiastes 3:11...Should he not believe in the 
Holy Name and His attributes, although he believes in the Infinite [Ein Sof] 
try to draw from him the force in His Name and say to him, that nothing 
would exist without the Holy Name. Because he is a denier [kofer beikar - 
in Hebrew it means in literal translation the denier of the principles (of 
faith)] of the [Holy] Name, tell him, that it is written about him: “I, lam 
He who blots out your sins; you have wearied me with your iniquities’ 
Isaiah 43:25. Yes, tell him these words that you may teach him about His 
[God's] attributes. And if he then will believe in the blessed name, he also 
will believe that the world is directed [by the Creator] by the Infinite but 
should he not believe, tell him that the lower world is contingent and it is 
said: ‘And you shall know that I am the Lord, when I open your graves, and 
bring you up from your graves’ Ezekiel 37:13. And [should he not obey] it 
is written also concerning him: “If in spite of these punishments you have 
not turned back to me, but continue hostile to me, then I too will continue 
hostile to you: I myself will strike you sevenfold for your sins’ Leviticus 
26:24-25...tell him, that the Infinite is bringing him into existence.”4” 


Whereas Maimonides or Rashi would not ask about the essence of God, ibn 
Gabbai is ofa quite different opinion - in his view God is in everything, 
which could be labeled as pantheism. Spinoza came to a similar opinion 
after reading Hererra‘s book Shaa‘r ha Shamayim. We will come to this idea 
later. 


I would now like to quote some of Gabbai*s thoughts: “It is the Kabbalah of 
Rav Chai Gaon of blessed memory that asks about three luminaries which 
are above and are formed of ten Sephiroth, and they have a certain essence 
and root of roots which is called Infinite [Ein Sof]. Thus in the Sefer ha Yihud 
[the book of mystical union] of Rabbi Hemai Gaon of blessed memory. And 
see, the three lights are enclosed as it seems from the article that I wrote 

in the preceding paragraph. There are the three first Sephiroth including 

in the Lord. The first is called “the primeval air,” and this is the Keter Elyon 


°° Meir ben Ezekiel ibn Gabbai, Derekh emuna - The Way of Faith. (Hebrew). Warsaw 1890, pelt 
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the Supreme Crown, that is the air of pouring [of the divine energy) that 
(here is not anything outside it. And this [Keter Elyon] z Supreme sie 
is elevated because it is the [highest] aura. I will explain this from wha 
| said above. I was forced to change the words that came out of my heart 
hut because they were misleading in the domain of the Kabbalah, as we say 
that Keter - the Crown is identical with Infinity - Ein Sof. The connection 
is to be found in the knowledge of Rashbi, peace be upon him, ea 
he sees always in the Midrash [Jewish way of allegorical explppation| i 
which he calls Keter - Crown - the Atika Kadisha - [Holy Ancient One: t - 
vreatest manifestation of Ein Sof through Keter, its Crown] - and to a this 
the correct interpretation means to think that thus is haber, [A 3 
Quadmon - the mystical image of God as I mentioned above in fae ien 
“formed by the energies of the Sephiroth] and thus He is the Infinite re 
Sof]. .. He was a true Kabbalist who understood the veritable pce 0 
ihe Godhead. He was the first Kabbalist before all the other Kabbalists ee 
whose hands was the true Kabbalah about the Godhead. In the were of the 
Holy Ancient One before all emanations sprout from the Godhead, he was 
hidden as it is said about him in the Midrash in the mystery of the date oe 
aura that from the Infinite [Ein Sof] is fixed [established] and is forme s a 
letter ’ (iod - the first letter of the Divine unpronounceable Name) and this 


is the [Sephira] Chokmah - Wisdom.”*° 


Here we can see that Wisdom has an enormous importance in the a 
Kabbalah. Gabbai‘s work is vital in understanding the beginnings of the 


Kabbalah. 


i his wisdom and 
[he problem was that the Jewish people often lacked t 
did a follow the Torah and served alien gods and thus were exiled from 
(he Holy Land. It is noteworthy that the land of Israel and the Jews are 
inextricably connected, and thus even if they were exiled they always wi 


return. 


in the Talmud 


:xile is so to speak the “Jewish condition of life.” In the penn os 

term exile, 71712 was used even for the Holocaust. Even if some ot er ae 
nations were evicted from their homeland, i.e. the majority of iia f : olish 
or Armenian people live outside their homeland, the Jews fel a " ny hi 
strong nostalgia for the Holy Land of Israel. Even non-Jewish people asked, 


: Meir Ibn Gabbai, Avodat Kodesh (The Holy Worship). Op. cit., p. 3. 
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“And His people, what did they do to Him that He exiled them from their 
land?”5°! 


The rabbis in the Talmud discussed why the Temple was destroyed: 
“Rabbah bar Chanah said in the name of R. Yochanan: “What is the 
meaning of that which is written: OW7 MNT - 

SITS PN yw Nw a Pow AP ANP 


the fear of the Lord will increase days; but the years of the wicked will be 
shortened (Proverbs 10:27)? - The fear of the Lord will increase days; this is 
a reference to the First Temple, which stood for four hundred and ten years 
~ and throughout that period only eighteen High priests served in it. “But 
the days of the wicked will be shortened;” - this is a reference to the Second 
Temple - which stood for four hundred and twenty years yet more than 
three hundred High priests served in it. Deduct from them |i. the four 
hundred and twenty years] the forty years that Simeon the Just served, that 
Yohanan the High Priest served, the ten years that Ishmael ben Pabi served. 
Go and calculate the number of the High priests from then on and you 

will find that none of them lived out their year in office. Rabbi Yochanan 
ben Torsa said: - Why was Shiloh [the place where there was a sanctuary 
even before the Temple in Jerusalem] destroyed? Because of two iniquitous 
things that existed there - immorality and irreverence for the sacrifices,”5” 


There is a conviction among scholars that the destruction of the First 
Temple was because of idolatry, the destruction of the Second Temple was 
because of O2°M MXIW - baseless hatred [and love of money]. Since that 
day, the exile continues even if the modern state of Israel was established 
and will continue till the Messiah will come. “When the tribes in the desert 
“wept without cause,” “from that hour it was determined that the Temple 
would be destroyed in order that Israel would be exiled among the nations 
and there would then be a reason for their weeping (Numbers R. 16:20 
Ta‘an. 29a). R. Abbahu, at the end of the third century, compares the 
expulsions of the people and their banishment as punishment for violating 
the covenant with the expulsions and banishment of Adam and Eve from 
the garden of Eden after they had transgressed the commandment of the 
Lord (Pd -RK 119b).5°3 


5°! ARN 1,4 

* Babylonian Talmud Yoma 9 a, the translation into English is from “Yoma.” New York 1998. Mesorah 
Publications. Schottenstein Edition Talmud Bavli. Artsscroll. 9a. 

°°8 Encyclopedia Judaica CD - Rom, Jerusalem 1997. Keter. See under “Exile” -14 pages, p. 3. 
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The exile is something which plunges the Jews into impurity. The Rabbis 

of the Talmud in many places said that even God is grieved by the fact that 
his children are exiled and the Temple is in ruins: “x’n7 - For a Baraisa 
taught: “W18 WYYN "IN Rabbi Eliezer says: 77°77 VA NWA wI7w - The 
night consists of three watches: 82 ANW) NW WA wien And at each 
and every watch the Holy One, blessed be He, sits and roars like a lion. God 
cries out, so to speak, concerning the destruction of the Temple and the 
exile of the Jewish people.”>™ 


God is apparently saddened by his own deed - that he was angry at the 
people of Israel and destroyed the Temple. God in the Jewish understanding 
is not an automat that works perfectly, but the biblical, Talmudic and 
kabbalistic descriptions of God are full of anthropomorphisms. God can be 
angry, jealous. We obviously project our ideas into God, something with 
which Maimonides or his great teacher would definitely disagree. 


‘The great question here is, is God the unique ruler over the world? The 
Gnostics spoke of two deities, one good and one bad, which are struggling 
in this world. And the Kabbalah is also dualistic: “The whole dualistic 
system of good and evil powers, which goes back to Zoroastrianism and 
ultimately to old Chaldea, can be traced through Gnosticism; having 
influenced the cosmology of the ancient Cabbala before it reached the 


medieval one.”5% 


‘There remains of course the question, where is evil from? Thomas Aquinas 
defined evil as a certain shortage of goodness. I do not agree with this 
definition, because evil can be demonic. If we see how for example we 
witness today child abuse or international terrorism, | do think that evil is 
‘he opposite of good rather than its shortage. 


[here are many theories about how to reconcile the idea of a good God with 
the fact that the Holocaust happened. I think that it would be an outrage 

(o the victims of the Holocaust and other similar catastrophes to say that 
(he demonic power that killed - during the Holocaust or in the Soviet 
concentration camps or in Cambodia is only the shortage of evil - is the 
opposite of evil. 


('o believe in God implies that God is the supreme ruler over the earth. But 
this God according to the Bible: 


Habylonian Talmud, Berachos. New York 1997. The Schottenstein Edition. Berachos 3 a. 
www.jewishencyclopedia.com - see under Cabala - 20 pages, p. 3. 
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I form light and create darkness, I make weal and create woe; I the Lord 
do all these things. 

Isaiah 45:7 


It is interesting that this verse was already covered by the Rabbis in the 
Talmudic time: “But the Rabbis say: The second blessing begins with the 
words, “With eternal love.” [The Rabbis only dispute the wording of the 
first phrase; regarding every other aspect of the blessing, however, there 
is no dispute]. One recites the blessing of “Who forms light and creates 
darkness.” The Gemara objects to the wording of this blessing - But let us 
instead say: Who forms light and creates twilight,” which is a more fitting 
praise of the Almighty!” 


The Gemara answers: We say it as it is written! The phrase: “Who forms 
light and creates darkness” is used in accordance with a verse that praises 
God in these precise terms. The Gemara objects further: But according to 
this, when the verse continues and states: “Who makes peace and creates 
evil - do we then say the next segment of the blessing as it is written, 

ie. in accordance with this part of the verse? No, we do not! Rather, 

what is written is “and creates evil,” but what we recite is “and creates 
everything,” as we employ the word “everything” as a euphemism for evil. 
Here too, let us say “twilight” as a euphemism for “darkness” !5 


Here we can see that the Rabbis of the Talmudic time were already familiar 
with the fact that even evil is in the very essence of God. To explain evil is 
quite difficult. Most of the Jewish or Christian interpretations try to say 
that “good is a certain lack of evil.” This theory goes back to Aristotle and 
was re-taken by the Jewish philosopher Maimonides and by the Catholic 
thinker Thomas Aquinas. 


To explain evil - in this case evil in the form of exile of the Jews from the 
Holy Land - is very difficult, but the Rabbis in the Talmud already knew 
that “God creates good and evil.” We will come to this idea when speaking 
about the Kabbalah and especially the Lurianic Kabbalah. 


°° Babylonian Talmud, Berachos. Schottenstein Edition. New York 1999: Mesorah. 11 b. 


Reflections on Jewish Mysticism 279 


i). Maimonides — Letter to Yemen 


Maimonides wrote many letters®”’ in which he tried to console the ee 
nation oppressed under Moslem rule. The most important is the ee ) 
Yemen. Yemen was the only Jewish community on the Arabic peninsula 
where there were Jews. But the Moslems tried to convert them to Islam. On 


. . 5 “ 
ihis issue Maimonides writes: 


45 PADD Sw? SY Taw TWA TW JON ANA WW AT py MTA vif Dan 
SyIDA TWYW ITD N77 7) NRE? OP VIA WR Nv 


bout the rebel 


My heart and my community were frightened by the news a ve 


i) Yemen who ordered the conversion of the Jews in Yemen [to Islam]. i 
Maimonides continually explains that Israel was oppressed both in re on 
ind his days by many unjust rulers of this world. God has chosen ey aa 
oparated her by giving her special laws, which is the envy of many othe if 
nations, which want to rebel against God, but it is impossible to set a 
,wainst God. Not only Amalek in Biblical times, but also many others oe 
Hadrian, persecuted the Jewish religion. Also some very medi ae 
like the Syrians, the Persians and the Greeks tried to deny the ei she 5; 
alse arguments. But they cannot succeed because God promised to Israe 
‘hat He will be with her by the words of the prophet Isaiah: 


No weapon that is fashioned against you shall prosper, 

And you shall refute every tongue that rises against you i 
\ judgment. This is the heritage of the servants of the Lor 
And the vindication from me, says the Lord. Isaiah 54:17 


mannan nennad mavwa wna Jaan Paw saw maw aw aw 


5x 77°] NNW VIIN DW 7770N9 TID TIN ANTON) 4 nods 7maan iy 
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Maimonides is looking at the text : 


Letters of Maimonides [Ig*rot ha Rambam], Hebrew, Jerusalem 1972: Mossad ha Rav Kook. 


tbid., p. 17. 
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Return, turn and return, O Shullamite! 

Return, turn and return, that we may look upon you. 
Why should you look upon the Shullamite, 

As upon a dance before two armies? 

Song of Songs 6:13 


The word Sullamite means perfect, noble. The dance of the two camps is the 
joy of Mount Sinai, as it is said: 


Moses brought the people out of the camp to meet God. 
They took their stand at the foot of the mountain. Exodus 19:17 


Notice well, continues Maimonides, the wisdom and the mystery of this 
likeness, because in the text of the Song of Songs there is repeated four 
times the word “turn, return.” This is in order to show that the nations of 
the world will demand us to abandon our faith and to fuse with them with 
every one of the kingdoms which mentions the prophet Daniel. Now we 
are in the last one. The Eternal warned us in the Torah that the nations will 
seduce us to accept their concepts: 


There you will serve other gods made by human hands, objects of wood and 
stone that neither see, nor hear, nor eat, nor smell. Deuteronomy 4:28 


But these persecutions will not expand to the whole Earth and God will 
never take away from us His Law, because he guaranteed us that: 


And when many terrible troubles come upon them, this song will 
confront them as a witness, because it will not be lost from the mouths of 
their descendants. For I know that they brought them into the land that 

I promised them on oath. Deuteronomy 31:21 


Through the prophet Isaiah, the good announcer of the nation, He 
enlightened that there is a sign between the Eternal and us, He is exalted. 
This sign shows that we will never be totally extinguished: 


And as for me, this is my covenant with them, says the Lord: my spirit 
that is upon you, and my words that I have put in your mouth, shall not 
depart out of your mouth, or out of the mouth of your children, or out of 
the mouths of your children’s children, says the Lord, from now on and 
forever. Isaiah 59:21 
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Our nation expressed before the Eternal, He is Exalted, proudly about the 
enduring of the catastrophes and heavy plagues that are expressed in the 
Bible: 


Because of You we are being killed all day long, 
And accounted as sheep for the slaughter. Psalm 44:22 


The Sages of blessed memory in the Midrash Hazita remarked that the 
words “because of You” are pointing to the generation that goes through 
this persecution.”5 


Maimonides shows in this letter that even if God tests His nation, He will 
never abandon it. 


IV. In the Geronese Kabbalah 


‘The idea of exile is strongly presented in the Kabbalah of the Castilian city 
of Gerona, maybe the first three Jewish philosophers who spoke about it 
were Ezra from Gerona, Azriel and Nahmanides. 


Ezra, in his commentary on the Song of Songs, starts his work, which 
for a long time was ascribed to Nahmanides, with the words which I will 
explain: 


SOQ WT TV) OVA Wo YRIW MON OTN AIT TIN 


Blessed be YHWH [read Hashem- the divine Name - or Adonay - the Lord], 
the God and the God of Israel, from now until eternity. 


‘This is the beginning of Ezra‘s commentary which is an allusion to the 
following texts of the Bible: 


ONVaN “NN AaTNI) AWavA NaN oN wp 


He has turned to the prayer of the destitute and has not spurned their 
prayer. Psalm 102:18 


 Ibid.,, pp. 29-30. e 
' Pura ben Solomon of Gerona, Perush le- Shir ha Shirim - Commentary on the Song of Songs 
(Hebrew) In: H. Chavel (editor), Kitvei RaMBaN. Jerusalem, 1967. Vol. II, pp. 473-548, 
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The allusion is obvious to the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem, as 
the sixteenth century Rabbi Moshe ben Chayim Alshech explains in his 
Commentary on the Psalms. In this commentary he compares this Psalm 
in a mystical way to the book of Esther, when the Temple was in desolation 
and ruins: “He turned to the prayer of the solitary person, (Mordechai) 
and did not despise the prayer of the people. Even though the Jews of that 
generation had been guilty of death, He did not reject their pleas and saved 
them from the exile of the Medes and built the second temple for them 
because seeing this, the glory of God was restored among the nations.”*"! 


In the beginning of His reign there arose in His mind the thought to 
establish a throne of His residence. - The Hebrew Commentary in 

the Chavel edition of Nahmanides’s texts very correctly comments: 

210 PYwW?) NOD QaWA INITD aw 127 - this is an allusion to heaven, as it 
is said: 


Heaven is my throne and the throne is my footstool. Isaiah 66: 1a 


TAY CONN DDN IW NID TAwyT lw NwWw KODA AN wWD72 


When He established the throne in the framework of six days of His 
work, He created two foals which were suitable one to the other.”5!2 The 
commentary of H. Chavel says correctly, that: “ Adam and Eve... In the 
Midrash Genesis Rabba 19:13 it is written that when the first man sinned, 
departed the Divine presence to the heaven.”5!5 


In a similar way to the banishment of Adam and Eve with the reference to 
the prophet Hosea: 


“They, like Adam, have transgressed the covenant.” Hosea 6,7 


Is the banishment of Israel from the Holy Land compared with the 
banishment of Adam from paradise after he transgressed the only 
commandment that God gave him - the prophet Hosea speaks of divorce 
of God with Israel where the divorce is “subsequent to faithfulness in the 
conjugal union (Gen. R. 19).”5"4 


51. The book of Psalms with ROMEMOT EL. Commentary of Rabbi Moshe ben Chayim Alshech (hakode- 
sh - holy), translated and condensed by Eliyahu Munk. Jerusalem 1992. Vol. II, p. 756. 

52 Ezra ben Solomon of Gerona, Perush le - Shir ha Shirim - Commentary on the Song of Songs. 
(Hebrew) Op. cit., p. 473. : 

513 Ibid. 

54 www.jewishencyclopedia.com “Banishment” - 1 Page, p. 1. 
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In my last book I dealt with the issue as to whether God can restore this 
conjugal union.*!® Now I see the problem in a clearer light. According 

to Maimonides, who accepted God as the Prime Mover and Causa sui 

[the cause for Himself], there cannot be change in God. So in fact, “this 
traditional character of prayer could not be explained on the basis of 
rationalistic, individual worship. Every person should have the right and 
the need to express his feelings towards God in his own words, which 
reflect the specific moment and circumstances in which he addresses Him; 
he should be able to apply to God in any place and at any time that he feels 
the need to do so, without being bound by the halachic laws concerning 
the traditional prayers. This contradiction between the teachings of 
rational, individualistic philosophy and the demands of the halachah was 
characteristic of the more general conflict between the new concept of 
religious life and the traditional mitzvoth, only more so.”*'° 


‘There arises immediately a question if, when there cannot be change in 
God, nor in his plans, why pray? In the year 1204, the year of the death 

of Maimonides, there appeared the translation of the “Guide of the 
Perplexed,” originally written in Arabic, into Hebrew. Whereas Arabic 

was the lingua franca of the Jews in the south of the Mediterranean basin, 
the Jews in all other parts of the medieval world [with the exception of 

the southern part of Spain where the Jews also spoke and wrote in Arabic] 
did not understand it and thus the translation into Hebrew was of major 
philosophical influence not only for the Jews, but even for the Christians, as 
among the latter there were also many Aristotelians like Maimonides. 


In the nineteenth century and in the beginning of the twentieth, there 
were two theories about the emergence of the Kabbalah, both done by the 
German Jews. The first was the historian Heinrich Graetz, who saw in the 
Kabbalah only a certain form of revised Neoplatonism and obscurantism: 
“It can no longer be said with complete certainty when the first kabbalists... 
acquired their basic principles, borrowed from Neoplatonism.”°!” 


[he second theory was that of David Neumark, who wrote his work in 
German, but, “in the Hebrew edition of this work (New York, 1921) 
166-354, Neumark more than doubled the length of the chapter entitled 
“The Kabbalah,” thus marking it as one of the most extensive monographs 


Josef Blaha, Lessons from the Kabbalah and Jewish History, op. cit., pp. 209-215. 

Joseph Dan, The Emergence of Mystical Prayer, pp. 221-259. In: Joseph Dan, Jewish Mysticism Volume 
|| Middle Ages. Northvale, New Jersey and Jerusalem: Jason Aronson, pp. 244-245, 

Graetz, Geschichte der Juden. Vol. 7, p. 401. The translation is by Alan Arkush. 
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on the old Kabbalah up to the Zohar but also, to be sure, one of the most 
misleading.”*'* Neumark sees in the Kabbalah only a certain inner 
development of Judaism. 


I mentioned the issue of prayer, and I started with the issues of the exile 
and the destruction of two Holy Temples. The connection is the fact that if 
prayer [according to the Aristotle-Maimonidean concept] in fact cannot 
be effective, because it would change the prepared plans of God, then what 
other sense does it have to pray to praise God? Does God listen to human 
prayers? 


The Kabbalah - and even the beginnings of the Kabbalah - shed new light 
on this problem, and mostly the Geronese school of Kabbalah. I mentioned 
Ezra who speaks about God*s departing from the world, after Adam and 
Eve sinned. 


Another good example is Azriel, who is often mistakenly changed 

with Ezra. Professor Scholem shows how sensitive Azriel was to the 
philosophical process of God not to be altered and at the same time he 
shows that He listens to our prayers: “Azriel particularly stresses the 
disparity of the neo-Platonic idea of God, which may be formulated only 
in negatives, and that of the biblical God, about whom positive assertions 
may be made and to whom attributes may be ascribed. The format is Ein 

~ Sof, the Infinite; the other is represented by the world of Sefirot, which 
in various emanations reveals the creative movement of the divine unity. 
The logic, by which Azriel established the need for the assumption that the 
existence of the Sefirot is an emanation of divine power, is entirely neo- 
Platonic. Yet, in contrast with the doctrine of Plotinus, these emanations 
are seen as processes taking place within deity, and not extra-divine steps 
intermediate between God and the visible creation. Rather, these divine 
processes take course in God Himself, namely between His hidden being, 
about which nothing positive can actually be said, and His appearance as 
Creator to which the Bible is testimony.” 


Azriel speaks about the departure of God in the history of Israel: 


MI TDW PWT 7D ,TAWIT Yo WIPA MI Mpl7 Pend? ,aPow Py o ATO 7D 
aT OI? Ty wIPA MN PYno? naa Yaw? naa awa by WIP 


*'8 Gerschom Scholem, Origins Of The Kabbalah. Translated by RJ. Zwi Werblowsky and Alan Arkush, 
Princeton University Press 1990: p. 8. 
°° Gerschom Scholem, Kabbalah. New York 1978: Penguin Books, p. 392. 
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In this book it is said that the Divine Presence abandoned Her firm 
connection with the world when Israel went into the [Babylonian] captivity 
into the most highest heavens.*”° 


“The Hebrew concept galut expresses the Jewish condition and feelings of 
a nation uprooted from its homeland and subjected to alien rule.” 


‘This process had different periods, and so we speak, for example, about the 
“Egyptian exile” for the period prior to the Exodus. This exile is described 
in terms of hard work and oppression from the side of the Egyptians. 


During the middle of the thirteenth century, again in Gerona, Nahmanides 
“visualized exile as a crisis in the Divinity itself.”° In his Torah 
Commentary he says about Leviticus 18:25, that God and the land of Israel 
are connected together by a sort of divine emanation: 


Because by this emanation are awakened active forces as it is said, I see the 
holy city from heaven [Jerusalem].”°”3 


Nahmanides thus puts a certain flaw into the Divinity when Israel is exiled. 


According to him, God clearly gave the land of Canaan to the Jews, but 

he also says that the Jews did not obey the commandments and thus God 
expelled them. But there remains a strong conviction about the return to 
Israel. 


V. In the Zohar and in Saadya Gaon 


the best known work of the Spanish Kabbalah, the Zohar, speaks about the 
exile in the following terms: 


in the book of Rabbi Hamnuna Sava it is written: All the time when the 
Shekhina - the Divine Presence - and Israel are united, it is as if the Holy 
One would be in the state of perfection. It is as if He Himself would be 
nourished by the milk of the supreme Mother [the Shekhinah which is 

\o be identified with the sephirah Malkhut]. And from this nourishment 


Isaiah Tishby, Pirush agadot le Rabbi Azriel.(Hebrew) Jerusalem 1945: Mekize Nirdamim, p, 4 

Uncyclopedia Judaica CD - Rom, Keter 1997 - see under “Exile”- 14 pages, p. 1. 

Ibid. 

Nahmanides, Pirush al-ha Tora - Torah Commentary. (Hebrew) Vol. II. Jerusalem 1963; Mossad Rav 
Kook, p. 110. 
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He gives drink to all other [nations] and nourishes them. And we have 
learned from what Rabbi Simeon said, that all the time that the Shekhina 
[the divine Presence] is with the Holy One, He is in a state of perfection 
and joy. Blessing rest upon Him, and go forth from Him to all others. But 
all the time that the Community of Israel is absent from the Holy One, it 

is as if the blessings were withdrawn from Him and accordingly from all 
others. The secret of the matter is that whenever male and female are not 
together blessings do not rest upon Him. And because of this, the Holy One, 
blessed be He, groans and weeps, as it is said, “He roars mightily over His 
habitation” Jeremiah 25:30 . What does He say? “Alas, that I have destroyed 
My house, and burned My temple.”>* 


Here is clearly expressed the idea, similar to the idea that I mentioned 
when I quoted the Talmud, that God wants to be with Israel - in the 
language of the Sefirot - the Ein Sof [the Infinite] wants to be united with 
the Sephirah Malkhut - the union of God with Israel. This union is desirable 
by both God and Israel. 


This means that Israel and the Shekhinah have to be together. If they are 
not united, this is a catastrophe. God wants to be with His people and if 
they are separated, this is a sad event when both God and Israel suffer. The 
most popular Jewish biblical interpreter in the Middle Ages, Rashi, asked 
why God permitted Israel to be in exile for such a long time. He put this 
explanation on expounding on Psalm 102: 


For my days have ended in smoke, and my bones have become dry as if on 
fire - Psalm 102:4 


Rashi comments: “1971 - have become dry. nwawn Pn The letter nun 
of this word serves as part of the nif‘al form, and is not part of the root, 
like the nuns of the words WY! ‘they became, and 1277], ‘they were 
designated.’- [The word] denotes dryness, like the word 770 in,- ‘Dried 
out from heat,’ (Job 30:30) and the word 101 in, 752 101 “The bellows 
became burnt.’ Jeremiah 6:29 


I was like the eagle owl of the wilderness. Psalm 102:7 
nx? — This word- is the name of a bird. Like an eagle owl in the 


wilderness. This is 722 )1¥ OW the name of a bird, as in the verse,- “The 
eagle owl, the cormorant, and the screech owl.’ Leviticus 11:17 mann 


824 Isaiah Tishby, Mishnat ha Zohar. (Hebrew) Jerusalem 1957-1961, pp. 252-283 
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- This means 117277) - deserts. - 1 resembled the desert owl.- to go into 
exile. This explains in what respect Israel resembled the desert owl.”°5 


Israel in exile is alone and many nations turn hostile to her. Rashi tried to 
show this horror of loneliness of exile. The comfort is that the divine Name, 
given to Moses, is with Israel. Out of God there comes the divine Name with 
all the divine energies, which enliven the world: 


“He brings everything from potentiality to actuality, and He varies His 
deeds, but there is no variety in Him. It is He that puts the sefirot in order, 
and there are among the sefirot great, intermediate, and small, each one 
in its place in the order, but there is no order in Him. He is a designer, 
and designed everything with Tiferet (Beauty), but He has no design or 
designer. He formed everything with Malkhut (Kingdom), but there is none 
that formed Him. Since He is within these ten sefirot, He created, designed, 
and formed everything with them. There He placed His unity, so that 
they might recognize Him there. And whoever separates one sefirah from 
its fellow among these ten sefirot that are called Yod, He, Vav, He, makes 
similarly with [the letters] Adonai [the Lord], and Ehyeh, [a name of God 
derived from the phrase “I am that ] am (Ehyeh ahser ehyeh”... ‘Iam’ has 
sent you (Exodus 3:14)], and Elohim [the name for God which according to 
the Kabbalah stresses God's justice]; but, as that binds all the chariots of 
the angels, and binds them together; and He supports the upper and the 
lower worlds. And were He to remove Himself from them they would have 
neither sustenance, knowledge, or life.”*° 


‘This text shows the most secret mysteries of the divine being, the Holy 
Name in its Hebrew context. When we speak about “He who brings 
everything from potentiality to actuality,” we can also know that he will 
gather the dispersed Jewish people back to Israel. A text even older than 
Zohar, the book of Bahir speaks about it: 


“What is the meaning of the verse: “From the west I shall gather you” 

|Is. 43:5]? From that attribute which leans ever towards the west. Why is 
it called ‘west’? (Maarav)? Because there the seeds are mixed (mitarev). 
(0 what may this be compared? To a king*s son who had a beautiful and 


l' EHILLIM with Rashi‘ s Commentary (The Psalms) bilingual Hebrew-English Edition. Jerusalem 
ind New York 2009. Translated and annotated by Rabbi Yisrael Zvi Herczeg in collaboration with 
\tubbi Yoseph Kamentzky. Volume II, pp. 678-679. 

‘ The Wisdom of the Zohar, An Anthology of Texts. With extensive introduction and explanations 
ly Isaiah Tishby. Translated from the Hebrew by David Goldstein. Oxford, Portland, Oregon 2008, 
olume I, pp. 266-267. 
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modest bride in his chamber. He continually would take the wealth of his 
father’s house and bring it to her. She took everything and hid, mixing it 
all together. After some time, he wanted to see what he had collected and 
gathered. This is the meaning of “From the west I shall gather you”. And 
what is it? His father’s house, as the verse earlier states: “I shall bring your 
seed from the east.” This teaches that he brings from the east and sows in 
the west. Later he gathers in that which he has sown.”*”” 


The Zohar was most probably written in Spain in the thirteenth century, 
and in the year 1492 the Jews were expelled from Spain. Nevertheless, the 
idea of exile and homecoming - to the land of Israel - is present even in the 
Zohar. 


Rabbi Saadia Gaon, who lived in the tenth century in Egypt and Babylonia 
wrote an extensive commentary on the suffering servant in Isaiah 52nd 
and 53rd chapters. Whereas Christians understand this text as relating to 
Jesus, most Jews see in it the Jewish Messiah who is yet to come. But Saadia 
saw in this text the nation of Israel: 


TNO TDI NWI AD -Tay ‘Pow? An 

Behold! My servant will prosper, 

He will be lifted up, exalted and raised high, greatly. 
Isaiah 52:13 


I want to begin with an introduction to this chapter, which solves a difficult 
problem. In it he describes honor and elevation as well as humiliation, 
disdain, sickness and afflictions. If you gather [all] this into one person, 

it becomes difficult for you to explain [the meaning of the chapter]. But if 
you comprehend its aspect, how it is adjusted, your understanding of it 
will turn out to be easy. In fact there are two chapters in the Bible which 

go together: Isaiah 52:13- 53:12 and Psalm 89. He starts in the latter by 
mentioning David. He says: you spoke in a vision to your beloved ones 

[I placed help on a hero, I lifted up a chosen one from my people] (Ps 89:21). 
All the discourse is harmonious. Then he added: If his son abandons My 
Torah, etc. (Ps 89:33). He continues: Yet you rejected and spurned etc. 

(Ps. 89:39) by which he designates the sons of David, like Jehoiakim, 
Jekoniahu, Zedkiahu. Thus, all that he said as descriptions of the fallen 
wrath [pertains] to the sons of David, even if hearing it, one would think 
that the expression concerns David. But it [relates] not to David. Likewise 


527 Bahir 156. The standard edition of R. Margulies. Jerusalem, 1951. The English translation is by 
D.C. Matt. 
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is his expression: Behold! My servant will prosper, he will be lifted up, 
exalted [and raised high, greatly] (Is 52:13). All that is similar to this 
pertains to the messiah and all that exceeds this [should be] attributed to 
his fathers. [As] Ethan the Ezrahite [in Ps 89] started by David and [went 
on] to mention his old fathers at the times of the exile. If you retain this 
principle of interpretation, the commentary of this chapter will become 
harmonious and painless for you. 


I started this chapter by quoting non-Jewish sources, such as St. Augustine, 
who thinks that evil is connected to sin. Meanwhile, as I already showed 

in the Talmud, evil in Judaism is even in the Godhead, so it is also in the 
Zohar: “Rabbi Eleazar began by quoting, “Let your garments be always 
white, and let oil never be lacking on your head” (Ecclesiastes 9:8). They 
have already explained this verse, and it is clear. But come and see. The 
Holy One, blessed be He, created man with the mystery of wisdom [by 
means of the sefirot and on their model], and made him with great skill, and 
He breathed into his nostrils the breath (neshama) of life [the neshamah, the 
highest faculty within man, is the power by which man may perceive the 
divine mystery], so that he might know and contemplate the mysteries of 
wisdom [the secrets of the kabbalah], and gain a knowledge of His Maker's 
glory [ie. the sefirotic system], as it is said “Every one that is called by My 
name; I have created him for My glory. I have formed him; Indeed, I have 
made him” (Isaiah 43:7). Take special note: “I have created him for My 
glory [the emphasis on “for My glory,” meaning that man was created in 
order that he might perceive the divine glory]. The mystery is as follows. 
(Here follows a different interpretation] “I have created him for My glory.” 
We have learned that the glory below, the mystery of the holy Throne 


[the reference here is not to the Throne of Glory below the world of the 
Godhead, but to Malkhut, the Shekhinah, which is called “the glory below,” 
in contrast to the system of the six sefirot above it, which in this passage 

is called “the upper glory”], is restored in the world above only through 
the restoration of the world‘s inhabitants, when the people of the world 
are virtuous and pious and know how to engage in the work of restoration 
[the restoration of the Shekhinah, ie. its unification with the upper sefirot, 
depends on the assistance of the righteous in their mystical activity. It 

is this work that is the real purpose of man’s life on earth]. This is the 
meaning of “I have created him for My glory”: for the sake of My glory, so 
that he might restore it with powerful pillars [through the union of the 
glory, i.e. the Shekhinah with the sefirot that are above it, and through the 


"8 Tbid., pp. 104-105. 
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unification of Hesed, Gevurah, and Tiferet, which are the mighty pillars 
in the world of the Godhead], and beautify it with improvement and 
adornment from below [i.e. with the deeds of the righteous], so that My 
glory might be exalted through the merit of the righteous in the earth. 
Therefore “I have created him,” on the model of the upper glory in which 
there are the following dispositions 


[Just as in the sefirotic system we have the aspect of left (Gevurah), right 
(Hesed), and middle (Tiferet), called also “creation,” “formation,” and 
“making,” so too in man we can discern similar aspects]: creation on 

the left side, formation on the right, as it is said, “forming light and 
creating darkness” (Isaiah 45:7), and making in the middle.”5” The Zohar 
is a mystical book. One of the first mystics who influenced the Zohar is 
Plotinus. In the above mentioned passage the Zohar explains evil. The 
question is not, how comes it that the world is imperfect? But how comes 
it, given our premises, that there is a world? For the Buddhists this world 
is only a Maya - an illusion. In the Vedanta doctrine, the Atman in its true 
selfhood which is identical with Brahma, can be made more than a nominal 
cause of the illusion of the finite world. Dualism says that the spirit is 
good and matter is evil. It is a “belief in two supreme opposed powers or 
gods, or sects of divine or demonic beings, that control the world. It may 
be absolute or relative (in which one principle is derived from the other); 
and dialectical (involving an eternal tension); or eschatological (looking to 
a final resolution of the dualism).”5* Thus for example Philo of Alexandria 
was a typical dualist. “Admitting, as did Philo, an explicit dualism, and 
attributing the existence of the finite to a principle of finitude over 
against God, the mystic has still to face a difficulty. For him, the universe 
is a disease from which Reality suffers. The eternal silence of the divine 

is broken from without into the moments of our noisy years. The whole 
process of creation, as we usually conceive it, is reversed. The principle of 
finitude and imperfection becomes the active agent, the infinite and the 
perfect, the passive substratum. Instead of God ordering Matter, Matter, as 
it were, disorders God.”53! 


Is this compatible with the creation narrative from the book of Genesis? 
Did matter indeed put disorder into the Godhead when he created the 
world? 


°° The Wisdom of the Zohar. An Anthology of Texts. Op. cit., Vol. II, pp. 736-737. 

°° ‘The Wordsworth Encyclopedia of World Religions. Great Britain 1999: p. 343. 

*! B.A.G. Fuller, The Problem of Evil in Plotinus. Cambridge - U.S.A. and London - U.K. 1912. 
Cambridge University Press: p. 65. 
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ie answer is answered in an outstanding way by the Lurianic Kabbalah, 
ith which I will deal in the following chapter. 


Vi. lsaac Luria — Man courted disaster — Exile and Return 


Give us the power, O Lord, for if thou dost not give us the power we shall 
jot give Thee the glory, and who will be the gainer by that, O Lord? 


Old Prayer 


\listory reveals that most past cultures, be they Eastern or Western, : 
\\urbored a deep intuitive belief that Nature was providentially elmer 
(ov them by a benevolent God or gods. The beauty of Nature, the availabi ity 
{ natural resources, the recurrence of night and day, summer and winter, 
ood-time and harvest, seemed to bear eloquent witness to such a state of 
({airs, The Old Testament view that fashions so much of our own cultural 
nd scientific heritage, is no exception. It structured and reflected the early 
jewish view of Nature. It would, of course, never have occurred to a pious 
‘ow that Nature should be used to prove the existence of God. There was 
4o doubt of His existence. Nature was something to be celebrated and to 
he part of. It was no doubt of His existence. There were no natural gods. 
\though the underlying assumption and belief was grounded in teleology 
\| was not always naively anthropocentric, as the book of Job bears eloquent 
vitness. Later, the Greek ideas of Aristotle attained a pre-eminence in 
philosophical thinking in Europe. Aristotle laid stress on the purpose of , 
‘hings, as revealing their true meaning and significance. He was intereste 
\ “why” things happened as well as “how”. The Aristotelian view became 
wierged with the Judaeo-Christian tradition, and was used to frame many 
.wuments for the existence of God from the existence of apparent design 
1) Nature. Later, the revolutionary change of method and emphasis in 
cjence brought about by figures like Copernicus, Galileo and Newton 
\allored the objectives of science to answering the ‘how questions and not 
ihe ‘why’.”53 
\, prayer asks God for power so that we can give God glory, this ne 
easily be understood as a kabbalistic idea, as I already mentioned in t . : 
vevious chapter about the Zohar. Power - in Hebrew '11)2 (gvurah) ani 


. 
Jory noxpn (tiferet) are in fact the name of the two Sephiroth. 


John D. Barrow, The World within the World. Oxford and New York 1988: Oxford University Press, 
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Yes, the Kabbalah can be understood as a Sefirotic Tree, even the Tree of john Maynard Keynes purchased most of Newton's apee At Sela that 
Life. jad been squirreled away unpublished since Newton s death. Keynes 
observed: 
John D. Barrow mentions Newton, about whom he writes: “For some ae +s 
there still exists an irresistible temptation to draw a strong metaphysical Very early in life Newton abandoned orthodox belief in the perc li 
conclusion from the fact that we have found a whole collection of was rather a Judaic monotheist of the school of penile, on 
coincidences in the make-up of the physical Universe, which contrive proverbial fear of controversy, his suspicious attitude and neuro i 
in concert to make our existence possible. Is this not evidence for the behavior, his obsession with sorcery, and his eventual ee ro 
existence of God who has created the Universe with mortal man in mind, Cambridge to an administrative position in London - eaea ee <a 
they ask? This type of ‘natural theology’, as it became known, originated as perfectly clear in light of the dreadful secret he had : hide all his a fe 
a systematic study in medieval times, but reached its peak among English ‘he main the secret died with him. But it was revealed in many writing 
scientists in the seventeenth century. Flushed with the success of the lis big box.”°%4 
Newtonian revolution, they sought to understand the order they had found AM ht Vanineties 
in terms of their righteous beliefs. The meticulous clockwork precision (ven though Newton produced a revolution in the ‘oie s i vt 
and regularity of the underlying laws of Nature was cited as primary especially with his gravitation theory, in the twentiet sinter Bel 
evidence for the existence of a Grand Designer behind the Universe, who changed by the discovery of Albert Einstein: In 1905 epu . en a 
was identified with the God of the theologians. Such ideas were absorbed hvilliant scientific papers, one dealing with the como ta Wy ere cial 
within the mainstream Protestant theology of the day and eloquently cond one with the “photoelectric effect, and the thir Jon : e a tees 
expressed by the hymn-writer, whose famous lines, ‘Laws which never (heory of relativity.” It was the last one which was to cape ee ae 
shall be broken/ For their guidance has He made’ sprang from the ihe public. He demonstrated that motion is relative an: P Le eh 
contemplation of the newly revealed laws of Nature. And indeed, Newton ‘ust be the same for all observers moving relative to each ot one 
was pleased with this use of his ideas. In the introduction to the Principia \\\s famous equation showing that mass is equivalent to energy. 
he remarked that in its writing he had an ‘eye upon arguments’ for belief in MN te en 
the Deity. And most intriguingly, he wrote to Richard Bentley that “There is Why did I speak at length about Newton and Einstein? Beca aD 
yet another argument for a Deity which I take to be a very strong one, but \heories were vital for the development of natural science tie in Hoe : 
till the principles on which this is grounded be better received I think it is opinion the kabbalistic-theological model of Isaac barley we tbe ne ¥ 
more advisable to let it sleep.””> \Jayyim Vital is also scientific, or is called cosmological-scientitic. 
. : 537 i 

Was there something Jewish in Newton? There were no Jews in England | dealt at length with the Lurianic Kabbalah in my last book. ie I Are 
when Newton lived. deal only with one aspect of this Kabbalah - how Adam’s sin influenc 

‘ye Godhead. I did not deal with this issue in the above mentioned book. 
“A scholar in Israel, José Faur, offers evidence of Newton‘s heavy | spoke about Adam, but it was not only Adam, but Adam pie eh i 
indebtedness to Maimonides. Newton was an incredibly accomplished nderstand this, we have to understand, that: “God manifested a po 


Hebraist and probably learnt Hebrew at Cambridge from Rabbi Isaac 
Abendana. His personal library was crowded with volumes of Hebraica. 


In private journals that have only recently been revealed and published, | \tp://blog.beliefnet.com/kingdomofpriests/2009/12/isaac-newton-re... Isaac Newton, Reform 
Newton wrote extensively about the Jerusalem Temple - its dimensions, w!'/ Pages, pp. 2and 3. Einstein. 2 
‘ : Nanoa : = dai ltimedia. Jerusalem 1997. Keter: Albert Einstein, 2 
geometry, furniture, and rituals - and the coded occult messages he Bneyc lope Judaica, CD - Rom, Judaic mu 
° ° ° ives, p. i. 
believed were revealed in them. What could be more Jewish? 


\.U. Grézinger, Jiidisches Denken. Theologie - Philosophie -Mystik - Jewish Thought. Frank furt and 


ow York 2004, viz. p. 619: Das Kosmosophisch - Wissenschaftlich Model - Jizchak Luria. 


* Tbid., p. 364. jouef Blaha, Lessons from the Kabbalah and Jewish History, op. cit., pp. 131-209. 
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containing ten points. This stage is called the Bonded Dimension. There is 
no differentiation. 


Included within this stage is the all-encompassing general dimension 
called Emanation. This is the first of four dimensions that are the all- 
encompassing shells of systems guiding all creation. The zenith of each 
dimension is an energy called the Crown. The spiraling of energy through 
each dimension completes its “circuit,” as it were, by connecting to the 
energy center called Sovereignty. Thus, a complete circuit is created. 


Included within this stage of spiraling energy is the “vessel with the soul.” 
It is curiously compared to a snail, “whose garment is part of its body.” Why 
is a snail mentioned, out of all creatures, as the quintessential metaphor for 
the beginning of creation? Just as a snail is androgynous, the universe in its 
origin was also androgynous.”5%8 


I quoted E. Klein because Vital, the holy Rabbi who wrote down Luria‘s 
teaching, speaks in the following book about Wwx7 O78 (Adam ha 

Rishon) - the First Man. The meaning is not only Adam but also Eve, as “the 
universe in its origin was also androgynous.” The text concerning His sin 
isin orpiopn yw (Sha*ar ha Psukim)** - the “Gate of the Chapters”. Vital 
uses his own mythology, which I will try to make as simple and readable as 
possible: 


“Concerning the First Man himself and in which state he was before 

he sinned and how diminished was his value after he sinned...it will be 
explained to you that all the souls were included in the First Man... In the 
first man were several flaws: by his sin he weakened the Godhead in its 
feminine part. Afterwards n171237 12 wwann (ve nitpashtu bo ha® gvurot) - 
the forces of judgment were emanated upon him.”5 


There is a strong conviction in the Kabbalah that man can influence the 
Godhead - either in a positive or a negative way. The God of Kabbalah is 
very different from the Prime Mover of Aristotle and Maimonides. Their 
God is more or less indifferent to human actions, if they are ethically good 
or ethically bad. In the Kabbalah however by good actions man not only 
receives a certain form of blessings, but directly influences the Ein Sof 


888 E. Klein, Kabbalah of Creation. The Mysticism of Isaac Luria, Founder of Modern Kabbalah. 
Berkeley, California 2005: pp. 3-4. 

539 Jerusalem 1962. 

°° Hayim Vital, Sha‘ ar ha Psukim - The Gate of the Chapters. (Torah Commentary). (Hebrew) Op. cit., 
p.9. 
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the Infinite - so that if the Jew does mitzvoth or the non-Jew [Adam and 

i've were not Jews] acts ethically, he awakens the Sephirah Hesed - Love - * 

whereas when he or she does the contrary, he or she awakens the Sephira 

Din - judgment. One example is given by the Hassid mmm: 

of Liady: “And know that through finding new meaning in the ba 
piritual forces are created from the letters of the Torah. bye orces are 

literally angels. They receive power from Edom [symbolizing the fie 

of violence, the biblical blessing of Isaac to his son Esau/Edom was: le 
hall live by your sword’ (Genesis 27:40)| which enables them to sn 

ihe wicked with the sword and death... These spiritual powers, namely 

ihe angels, come about because of the renewal of the serine 
interpretations. The renewal of the Torah relates to the holiness Ww. cae 
idded above. As an increase in holiness occurs, so an increase in Toral is 
drawn down. According to this increase in Torah there is an increase in 
ihe number of angels. The contrary is also true. Sometimes holiness is e 
mall that the angels that are created through the renewal of the a 
have a diminished power. They do not have the ability to receive * e power 
ov punish the wicked with the sword and death. They only have the power 
(o suppress the wicked and to bring them with the sword and to remove 


” 
them.”54 


When we return to Vital’s work mentioned above, it was not God who 
judged Adam but it was the First Man by transgressing the commandment 
who awoke the divine forces of judgment: The light of the Sane ae 
Gvurah] judgment that descended there, covered it and the sa a re) : 
‘he judgment which was in the midst of the three inferior [Sephiro fe) 
|Sephirah Yesod]| Foundations, these are uncovered lights of the ie S 
asi yah, yet‘ zirah and b° eriyah] - the worlds of action, creation an i 
formation, and the [Sephiroth Dinim] - judgments overcame [the world]. 


542, 


So in fact the First Man - the androgynous Adam who in the beginning was 
purely spiritual before he sinned included the souls of all people ~ even 
present day people - but by sin he sank to the world of [asi* yah] - action. 


So in the Lurianic Kabbalah not only the first man, but every man (because 
the soul of everybody was in Adam‘s soul) transgressed the divine sbi 
commandment and is now in the lowest of the four worlds, in the world o 


action. 


| “Angels Punishing the Wicked” ‘Likutei Moharan’ 1:20 7-8. In: The Kabbalistic Tradition. Edited by 
\lan Untermann. Oxford and New York 2008: Penguin Classics, p. 70. 
Hayim Vital, Sha‘ ar Ha Psukim - The Gate of Chapters. Op. cit., p. 9. 
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‘The basic idea in this chapter was exile and evil. The people will return to 
Paradise and the Jews will return to the Holy Land [even if the present state 
of Israel exists, the Jews do not believe that the Messiah has arrived yet] 
when the divine sparks, which were lost by the original breaking of the 
vessels [according to the Lurianic myth] will be re-gathered. This means 
for the Jews the minutiae in the observance of the mitzvoth and for the 
non-Jews the g* milut Hassidim - the acts of loving kindness. So the evil of 
the exile will be overcome and man will be re-united with God, by whom 
he was created and who is the only meaning of human existence. 
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13. Why do the Jewish people have to suffer 
so much? Unde malum? Where is the origin 
of evil according to kabbalistic sources? 


We can ask the question: in what actually does the miserable state of the 
jews consist from the time of the churban [the destruction of the Temple 

in Jerusalem]? The fact that God permitted the Assyrian army to destroy 
jerusalem and the Holy of Holies is a certain flaw in the divinity itself, 
because God, the land of Israel and the people of Israel are inextricably 
intertwined. Before we look in detail at this idea let us contemplate the 
Midrash Eikha which attributes guilt even on the Israelites for this, because 
ihe Israelites worshipped strange gods. The Bible comments on it in this 


way: 


He has thrown down in fierce anger all the might of Israel; He has brought 
down to ground his right hand from them in the face of the enemy; he has 
burned like a flaming fire in Jacob. Lamentations 2:3 


He has bent his bow like an enemy, with his right hand set like a foe; he has 
\indled all in whom we took pride in the tent of Zion; he has poured out his 
lury like fire. Lamentations 2:4 


(he Jewish people often ask the question, why do they have to suffer a long 
exile? But this is not only a question of exile. Already in biblical times God 
{ated that he will punish the people if they do not obey the Torah: 


Ox - NOD NIP On 
onana noyd 

OY - NPD ON IPN INI 
novos 73 2 


They made me jealous with what is not god, 
Provoked me with their idols. 

So I will make them jealous with 

What is not people, 

Provoke them with a foolish nation. 
Deuteronomy 32:21 


19H 
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A very interesting commentary to not-God is given by Nahmanides: “ 
IIT TW? WP 7D ON. "wr PW? TPR prw 721543 


Rashi says that there is no God. And if there is no God then are there 
demons?” 


This idea that if man does not serve God, then demons are present in his 
life, is very true. 


A later Spanish Kabbalist, Isaac ha Cohen speaks about the cosmic struggle 
between the forces of good and evil,” 


“According to Rabbi Isaac, the melodic signs accompanying the letters of 
the Bible signify a dynamic myth of a struggle between the powers of good 
and evil, which began when Samael was driven away from his position in 
the divine world, a struggle that continues throughout the history of the 
world and will be decided when the redemption comes, and Samael will be 
completely overcome by the divine forces of goodness.”*“4 


It should be noted, however, that God's power and strength are much 
greater and stronger than those of Satan. But his power is hidden in this 
world, as Rabbi Isaac says: 


“Concentrate on the image of the letter (8) with your eyes and understand 
it in your heart. You will find that many hidden truths concerning the 
shapes of other languages are depicted and encompassed in the shape of 
the letter alef - something you will not find in any other letter. Now we 
should seek out and investigate why all the shapes of all the letters of the 
alphabet are depicted in the alef. 


You know full well that all the letters are pronounced in specific places in 
the mouth. The alef is the first letter pronounced in the mouth with air, 
without any strain or effort, to teach that the Holy One, blessed be He, is 
one with no other partner, and that He is hidden from all creatures. Just 
as the alef is pronounced in a hidden and concealed spot at the back of 
the tongue, so the Holy One, blessed be He, is hidden from visible sight. 


*® Nahmanides, Commentary on the Torah. (Hebrew). Jerusalem 1959-1960: Mossad Rav Kook. Vol, 
II, p. 488. 

*# Joseph Dan, The Emergence of Messianic Mythology in Thirteenth Century Kabbalah in Spain, pp. 
201-218. In: Joseph Dan, Jewish Mysticism. The Middle Ages. Volume II. Northvale, New Jersey and 
Jerusalem 1998: Jason Aronson, p. 205. 
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Similarly, just as the alef is ethereal and imperceptible, so the Holy One, 
blessed be He, denied to all creatures the ability to comprehend Him, save 
by means of thought, for thought is pure and unblemished and subtle as 
the ether, But not even thought can grasp the Holy One, blessed be He, so 
hidden that He is. 


‘That you see all the letters depicted in the alef is because the powers of 

all created things are hidden within the power and awesomeness of the 
Holy One, blessed be He. Every single power emerges from the divine will 
when He so desires. Thus we learn from the image of the alef, within which 
ihe shapes of all the letters are hidden, that there is no creature without 

4 Creator, no handiwork without a Maker, and no depiction without an 
(Illustrator. 


Now you should examine the form of the alef, the inner white form 

and the external black form. You will discover that it is as if the inner 
|form] bears the external [form]. This teaches you that the inner [form] 
corresponds to the Holy One, blessed be He, completely hidden from the 
sight of all creatures and unbounded in His interiorness. The external form 
( orresponds to the world, dangling from the arm of the Holy One, blessed 
be He, asa charm of a hero. And just as the inner form is the abode of the 
outer (form), so too the Holy One, blessed be He, is the abode of the world, 
(hough the world is not His abode.” 


Nhen we read about divine goodness and love, many Jews think that God 
\s rather stern and severe. This is especially so with the Holocaust and pre- 
{/olocaust European literature and poetry. This hatred culminated during 
the Holocaust. But the Holocaust was only the tip of an iceberg. In the 
(ollowing poem we will understand how difficult the situation was for the 


jews in Europe: 
Uri Tzvi Greenberg 
We Were Not Likened to Dogs among the Gentiles* 


We were not likened to dogs among the Gentiles - They pity a dog. 


(he Early Kabbalah. Edited and Introduced by Joseph Dan. Texts Translated by Ronald C, Kiener, 
solace by Moshe Idel. New York and Mahwah 1986: Paulist Press, pp. 153-154. : tnt 

Modern Hebrew Poetry. A Bilingual Anthology. Edited and Translated by Ruth Finer Minty 
orkeley 1966: University of California Press, pp. 124 and 126. 
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Caress, even kiss him with the Gentile mouth. For like a puppy 


Fondled at home, they pamper it, delight in it always: 
And when this dog dies - how very much the Gentiles mourn him! 


We were not like sheep to slaughter in the boxcars 

For like leprous sheep they led us to extinction 

Over all the beautiful landscapes of Europe... 

The Gentiles did not handle their sheep as they handled our bodies: 
Before slaughter they did not pull out the teeth of their sheep: 
They did not strip the wool from their bodies as they did to us: 
They did not push the sheep into the fire to make ash of the living 
And to scatter the ashes over streams and sewers. 


Are there analogies to this, our disaster that came to us at their hands? 
There are no other analogies (all words are shades of shadow)- 

Therein lies the horrifying phrase: No other analogies! 

For every cruel torture that man may yet do to man ina Gentile country - 
He who comes to compare will state: He was tortured like a Jew. 

Every fright, every terror, every loneliness, every chagrin, 

Every murmuring, weeping in the world 

He who compares will say: This analogy is of the Jewish kind. 


‘There is no recompense for our disaster, for its circumference is the world: 
The whole culture of the Gentile Kingdoms to its peak - through our blood: 
And all its conscience - through our weeping. 


Greenberg does not even mention God, he is so overwhelmed by the 
nations /Gentiles/ which abandoned the Jews at the time of their suffering. 
The Czech poet Jif Orten on the other hand accused God of abandoning the 
Jewish people in the hour of their worst tragedy®’ 


The poem is very powerful, “there may be no void, just heavy sleep.” In 
the worst time of his life, when Orten‘s life was shivering with fear, when 
interrogated by the Gestapo, as he states in a letter to his beloved, “I was 
pale as death, trembling all over my body. It had a good ending but when 
the Gestapo were there I felt as close to death as never before.”5* 


*#” Josef Blaha, The Torah, Kabbalah and Jewish Poetry, op. cit., pp. 49-52. 
4 Jitt Orten, Horky kruh. Korespondence s Vérou Fingerovou. Bitter Circle. Correspondence with 
Véra Fingerova. Prague 1966: Torst, p. 158. 
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We can understand from the poem, and also from the letter, the anguish of 
the poet. But is the world based on stern judgment, or on love? In the Bible, 
in the book of Genesis, we can read in the fourth chapter that Cain killed 
Abel. The rabbinical tradition, especially the French Rabbi David Kimchi, 
states the reason behind the first murder in human history: 


“When they had gone outside, Cain said to his brother that there is no 
afterlife, neither is there any reward or punishment. If there were, why 
would God have rejected his offering and accept the offering of Abel? Abel 
disagreed, saying that there was a judge, God, that there was justice, and 
that there was a judge. There was reward and punishment and there was 
an afterlife beyond the material physical world they lived in. The world had 
heen created as an act of love, not as Cain had said that there was no love. 
Proof was the very fact that his offering had been accepted, seeing that he 
had served the Creator faithfully. Seeing that their argument had become 
not merely philosophical but personal, Cain attacked his brother Abel and 
killed him.”5* 


‘This explanation by Rabbi Kimhi is very important. The world is based 

on love. At the same time, we human beings are often persecuted. In the 
former Czechoslovakia, the country where J live, until 1989 the Nazi and 
Communist totalitarian regimes pursued the Jews, the Catholics, the people 
who openly disagreed with the regime. 


in the Hebrew Bible people were also often pursued, whereas the biblical 
prophecy from the last section of the Torah, 17"187 was not only fulfilled 
but even enlarged what the prophet Isaiah wrote: 


ap7b0 ONTW? MN DN) TN ONwWID) OTP DIN 
The Arameans on the east and the Philistines on the west, 
And they devoured Israel with open mouth. Isaiah 9:11 


On this Professor Heinemann comments, “Aram before and Philistines 


behind” were identified with “the Syrians on the east and the Hellenes on 


the west.”’55° 


MIKRAOT GEDOLOT Multi-Commentary on the Torah. Translated and annotated by Fliyahu 
junk. Vol. L. Jerusalem and New York 2006: Lambda Publishers, p. 151. bt . 
joseph Heinemann, The Nature of the Aggadah, pp. 41-57. In: Geoffrey H, Hartman an | Santor: 
\udick, Midrash and Literature. New Haven and London 1986: Yale University Press, p. 4 
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ies i . Cain killed Abel, as 
The Jewish people were often persecuted because of practising the icing persecuted by enemies is not agreeable. Cain kille 


; : : d an 
commandments of the Torah, as we can see in many places in the Bible, for | mentioned above. Since that time, persecution has elena ae 
exemple: ‘he world. We can read in the Bible that, “the sister of Tubal ~ Ga 


TIN PMS 9D jsamah.” Genesis 4:22 Nahmanides states in his Torah ee. 
°NDTI PW ‘hat she was very nice and pleasant. But what can alarm us ck i : 
ry (ates, O72 wyD IT PP? Iwi there was left from mae : sma vig ig < 
All your commandments are enduring; 4 the world.5* Here we can see that Cain did not totally disappear. 


; » unfortunately still present in the world. Rabbi Isaac in his Midrash 
isha iesoalhorgnt op tase a pM asa ae divive forces which will in the end of history bring 
shout the Messiah and destroy the angels like Samael. It is of interest 
‘at Nahmanides also speaks about demons. Where do they come from? 
ihere are many theories about this. But Nahmanides states that aie is 
one of these sources, O°7W 17712 7M NTOWN ON AW NWR AA N77 


|Naamah] was the wife of Shemadon (a demon), and the mother of 


Psalm 119 is the longest Psalm in the Bible, and it is the praise of the Torah; 


“Traditionally called “The Great Psalm,” it has always been recognized 
as not only the longest single poem in the Psalter, but also the most 
consistently sustained piece of poetic rhetoric in the Bible, a constant : , 
and repeated meditation of the theme of “the teaching of the Lord” \shmedai (also a demon) and from her the demons were born 
(torat Adonai, v.1), a testimony that recurs in almost every line of the 
poem.”°*! Rashi, the most important medieval commentator on the 
Hebrew Scriptures relates this verse to Moses: “711728 7pn130 9D -All your 
commandments are faithful. n-axv N71 AN) 


Vien are fascinated by the magnetic charm of women. This has something 
1 common with another explanation of the origin of evil in the world. 

he concept of the fallen angels who acted ina rebellious way against 
God; this is how the Jewish Apocalyptic writing explains the immersion 


wy kness and they were under 

The commandment which disqualifies those of Moabite ancestry says, of evil vi the world. They spent ie : itis ee ci a were degraded. 
‘a Moabite man, [In Deuteronomy 23:4 there is the prohibition for the emptation, thereby oe . Ree 3 a The angels iat the 
Moabite and Ammonite to enter into the assembly of the Lord. This has \ similar approach ta Aus Need A dediatald Eadarnad toa place of 
a connection in that Amalek, who was of Moabite descent, attacked junc \eo-Apocalyptic writings were io e Seite ner eee 
the Jews when they departed from Egypt. But Ziporah, Moses*s wife, \inishment. This concept is pean sees : res, in the book of Job. Job is 
was Moabite. That is why Rashi stresses that the prohibition to enter ul it is present already in the in aye ee eaiice wit eeine 
the assembly of the Lord is relevant only for Moabite men, but not for uffering. He lost his te al is i lefuiee . 
Moabite women] but not a Moabite woman.’ °1)77 pw Sy am - But ust than God? I find God*s answer very 
they over falsehood pursued me [The literal meaning is, ‘Falsehood siltaiatdat saith 

? i ind: “Who is this that 
they pursued me.’ Rashi supplies the implicit preposition ‘over.’] "10X87 then the Lord answered Job out of ae oe ccdunaaee 
to forbid me from entering the congregation. [‘Pursued’ is not meant in darkness counsels by words erie me pte Pe Pry 
the most literal sense.] *11D77 1?w - Falsehood they pursued me. x1w? , man, I will question you, and you 
-Pointlessly [David does not here accuse his foes of lying. He accuses them ; : 2 ined 
of misinterpreting the Torah] "21% *nD77 my enemies Fishin me. ‘Where were you when st Caen of the earth? Who determin¢ 
[‘They’ does not refer to ‘Your commandments’ of the beginning of the its measurements ~ surely you : 
verse. Rather, it refers to the wrongdoers of the previous verse. ]”’5* 


°°! Psalm 119 The Exaltation of Torah by David Noel Freedman. Winona Lake, Indiana 1999: Biblical 


: ; h. (Hebrew) Vol. I. Op. cit., p. 46. 
and Judaic Studies of The University of California, San Diego, p. 25 Nahmanides, Commentary on the Tora: ( ) 
°° TEHILLIM ~ The Psalms with Rashi‘s Commentary. Translated and annotated by Rabbi Yisrael Isser Ibid. Page 47. 
Zvi Herczeg. Jerusalem and New York 2009: Feldheim Publishers. Volume II, p- 805. \bid. Page 47. 
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Or who stretched the line upon it? On what were its bases sunk, or who laid 
its cornerstone when the morning stars sang together and all the heavenly 
beings shouted for joy?” Job 38:1-7 


The name of the Lord in Hebrew in the first verse of 38 chapter is 717” 
-which in English is translated as THE LORD. In traditional understanding 
of the divine attribute of mercy, the scholars say that: 


“1) that it is derived from 75 (“to fall”), and originally designated 
some sacred object, such as a stone, possibly an acrolite, which was 
believed to have fallen from heaven; 

2) or from m7 (“to blow”), a name for the god of wind and storm; 

3) or from the “hif ‘il’ form of 717 (“to be”), meaning, “He who causes 
to be,” “the Creator”; 

4) or from the same root, with the meaning “to fall,” “He who causes to 
fall “the rain and the thunderbolt - “the storm - god.”5* 


From the point of view of biblical exegesis the first, second and fourth 
reason may be taken seriously, but from the philosophical point of view 
only the third point is relevant - he who causes existence. 


It is God who brings everything from nothingness into being. 
There is another, very powerful challenge to God. This is the book of Job: 


“Job is the perfect pattern of the covenant...he offers holocausts to God in 
reparation for the sins of his sons. He is “the father of the poor” Job 29:16 
and the terror of the unjust. 


In return, God was pleased to load Job with temporal blessings. The first 

of these was fruitfulness of offspring; he possessed great herds: seven 
thousand sheep, three thousand camels, five hundred yoke of oxen. He was 
a rich man. He was also a man of standing... When he had spoken, none 
dared add to his words Job 29:22. He was loaded not only with riches but 
with honors, and his success seemed like a testimonial from God to his 
virtue. 


This should suffice to justify our making Job the pagan parallel of the 
Hebrew patriarchs, upon whom also the blessings of the earth were 
showered. But the object of the history of Job, as received no doubt by the 


°° www.jewishencyclopedia.com - Names of God 7 Pages, p. 2. 
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sacred writer from the Idumean tradition, is to approach another problem. 
For so far there is no certainty that Job was truly a righteous man. Did he 
truly love God for himself or for the good things he had received from him? 
Was his religion without ulterior motive? Maybe he was unduly attached 
to his human happiness, to his family life, to the riches he possessed, 

to the esteem he enjoyed. More subtly still, perhaps he found acertain 
complacency in his very righteousness and in the privileges it earned 
him... 


‘That is why it was necessary that Job's righteousness be tested, and 

the essential theme, a new one, of the book of Job is this testing of his 
righteousness. In order to discover whether Job loved God for Himself or 
for what he received from God, he must be deprived of these good things, 
and this is what God allows Satan to do. It is important to note that it is 

a matter of permission. The law of the cosmic covenant, the temporal 
reward of virtue, is not abrogated, but only suspended. The proof of this 

is that Job will later recover his family, his herds, and his good name... 
Everything he possessed has been taken away from him. Fire has consumed 
his sheep, the Chaldeans have stolen his camels, his children have been 
crushed to death. By a worse humiliation he is stricken with a repulsive 
leprosy, making him an object of loathing, to add to the suffering it inflicted 
on him.”5” 


In Job 31:40 we read ‘the words of Job are ended’ - those words in fact bring 
to an end the poetic dialogue which lasted from chapter four. However it 
makes Job cry: 
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“O that I had one to hear me! 

(Here is my signature! Let the Almighty answer me!) 
O that I had the indictment 

Written by my adversary! Job 31:35 


Here the adversary in the original is translated into Hebrew as °2") WN 
the ‘man who fights with me,’ - but the general meaning in the book of 


Jean Daniélou, Job: The Mystery of Man And of God pp. 100-111 In: The Dimensions of Job. A Study 
sid Selected Readings. Presented by Nahum N. Glatzer. New York 1969: Schocken Books, Passi pp 
102-103. 


306 | Reflections on Jewish Mysticism 


Job is the fact that the very name of Job, in Hebrew, 2rx - (Yiov) is written 
with a very little alteration as the word 21% 


(Oyev) which means enemy. Where however does this enemy come from? 


Nahmanides speaks about the fact that the absence of God causes the 


devilish presence, and he also says that the vestige of Cain, Naamah, gave 
birth to devils. 


Here however is a different aspect of the question unde malum - where does 
evil come from? 


“Originally Satan was one of God's angels, Lucifer, who, lusting for worldly 
power, was degraded. Samael (Yalk., Gen. 25), originally the chief of the 
angels around God*s throne becomes the angel of death and the “chieftain 
of all the Satans” (Deut. R. xi; comp. Matt. xxv 41). But it is especially 
Samhazai and Azazel whose fall is narrated. In Targ. Pseudo - Jonathan 

to Gen. vi. 4 they appear as the “nefillim” (AV. “giants”), undoubtedly in 
consequence of an incorrect interpretation of this word as “those that fell 
from heaven.” .., As in the case of man, so in that of the angels woman was 
the cause of the lapse. Naamah, the wife of Noah was one of the women 
whose great beauty tempted the angels to sin (as mentioned above in the 
commentary of Nahmanides on Gen iv.22). As regards Azazel and Samhazi, 
mentioned above, it was a young woman named 700% 


(“Istar,” “Ester”) that proved fatal to their virtue. These angels, seeing 
God's grief over the corruption of men (Gen vi. 2-7), volunteered to 
descend to earth for the purpose of providing their contention that, as 
they had foretold at the creation of Adam, the weakness of man was 
alone responsible for his immortality. In their new surroundings they 
themselves yielded to the blandishments of women. Samhazi especially 
became passionately enamored of Istar. She, however, would yield to his 
importunities only on the condition that he would tell her the ineffable 
Name of God by virtue of which he was to return to heaven. As soon as she 
was possessed of the secret, she rose to heaven herself, and God rewarded 
her constancy by assigning her a palace in the constellation of Kimah. 


Samhazi and his companions thereupon took to themselves wives and 
begat children.”55* 
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i ion, Rabbi Isaac, whom 
in the Spanish Kabbalah before the expulsion, 
| mentional in the beginning of this chapter, speaks about the emanation 


(vom the left side. 
l'rom this side emanates evil. 


“Afterwards, another world was emanated, comprised of strange came ae 
alien images. The name of the ruler of this emanation and yor lane me 's 
warriors was Beli‘ el. These were even more evil in their rua . eir 
disruption of the various emanations. Then a decree came ze 2 : hs 
word of the King of kings went forth. They were annihilated in a flash, j 


like the first. 


‘thereupon a third world was created, comprising even alae forms ae 
those of the first and second worlds. The name of the ruler an sal 
warriors was ‘Iti’el. These are the worst of all. It is their desire an ambi a 
(o rule the Divine and destroy Him, chopping off the divine tree a we ii 

\ll its branches. Then there went forth a decree from the Divine Wi : na : 
(heir annihilation be similar to the first two. A decree was then ae a 
(hat no similar emanation would ever again come forth into the “i ero # 
ihe world, nor would it ever be mentioned again. And these ri e ie a 
about which our Sages of blessed memory said: He constructed worlds a: 
(hen destroyed them [Genesis Rabbah 9:2].”5* 


ile constructed the worlds and then destroyed them. Before weer 
‘his, we have to know that God makes of Israel the burning fire. This re 

is here and can never be extinguished even when (not only) the a ad 
wanted it. It is clearly stated in the Bible: PYAWAI MNI¥ TINT TW? J 
YN TP?D FWP? We? WD NAN 


therefore, the Master, the Lord of Hosts shall send leanness into his fat 
ones, and in the place of honor, a burning shall burn like burning fire. 
Isaiah 10:16 


Who is meant here? To whom shall “the Lord of Hosts send leanness me 
lis fat ones, and in the place of honor, a burning shall burn like eee 
fire?” We will find the answer in another book of the Hebrew Bible. The 
mysterious man is the king of Assyria: 


i = : The Early 
i i he Left Emanation, pp. 165-182. In: The Ear! 
' Rabbi Isaac ben Jacob Ha-Kohen, Treatise on f! ae tige  ae 
Kabl fs lah edited aa Introduced by Joseph Dan, Texts Translated by Ronald G. Kiener, Preface by 
Joshe Idel. New York and Mahwah 1986: Paulist Press, p. 171. 
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“Therefore thus says the Lord concerning the king of Assyria: he shall not 
come into this city, shoot an arrow there, come before it with a shield, or 
cast up a siege ramp against it. By the way that he came, by the same he 
shall return; he shall not come into this city, says the Lord. For I will defend 
this city to save it, for my own sake and for the sake of my servant David.” 


That very night the angel of the Lord set out and struck down one hundred 
and eighty five thousand in the camp of the Assyrians; when morning 
dawned, they were all dead bodies. As he was worshipping in the house 

of his god Nisroch, his sons Adrammelech and Sharezer killed him with 
the sword, and they escaped into the land of Ararat. His son Esar-haddon 
succeeded him. 2 Kings 19:32-37 


Thus Rashi understands the verse a burning shall burn like the burning 
fire in accordance with the Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 94a the account 
of the plague that struck the Assyrian camp. 


The Lord saved Jerusalem because of the pious king Hezekiah, who made 
religious reforms: 


“Under this king, who took care not to embroil himself in anti - Assyrian 
activity, Judah was obedient to its overlord even when Ashdod rebelled 
against Assyria, and paid dearly for it...he accorded the Temple a more 
important status, and purified its rites and forms. He stabilized the 
economy, and reformed the husbandry. After the fall of Samaria [into the 
hands of the Assyrians], he did his best to maintain ties with the Israelites, 
sending messengers to invite them to Passover celebrations in Jerusalem, 
which had been specially set to conform to the calendar that was observed 
in the northern kingdom.”>© 


The king Hezekiah is considered as holy. He is considered as the light 
of Israel, because he practised the Torah and removed the pagan 
abominations of other nations. Because of Isaiah‘s and Hezekiah‘ s 
righteousness Jerusalem was saved, for this time: 

THY OVA PAW) Iw FDR) TAD 7779 WIT wd ONIw? - TIN PAN 


And the light of Israel shall become fire, and his holy one shall become 
a flame, and it shall consume his thorns in one day. Isaiah 10:17 


°° Hanoch Reviv, The Canaanite and the Israelite Periods (3200-332 BC) pp. 36-114. In: A History of 
Israel. Edited by Michael Avi - Yonah. Foreword by Shimon Peres. Jerusalem, New York and London 
2001: Continuum, p. 97. 


Reflections on Jewish Mysticism 309 


ashi considers this light to be the Torah in which cane ooo me 
" tensively. In the merit of the Torah, according to Rashi, tha om 
\udied, practised and taught and because of it Jerusalem was sa 


ihe Assyrian king Sennacherib. 


ct for Hezekiah and some of them 


Mle i d great respe : 
Also the Talmudists had g f the Assyrian army as Messiah.**! 


-onsidered the Lord's destruction 0 


: — 
Would Israel this time really Slecoe el ee Spereticn boc cera a 
No. As we will see, his piety and devotion to ois 
i ile the argument of the Talm 

dolatrous king Manasseh. Meanwhi 
, bat Dei a very many beautiful songs fi nae sees ras ie 

j i Hezekiah. The mai 

é he Messiah, still less cannot be 
ee is that God made many miracles for Hezekiah but he did not 


aa ; 4 an 
ise him for these miracles.* Hezekiah did two important things whic 
ns 


i e 
re necessary for the Near-Eastern countries: to stop the water for th 


e good water supplies: 
enemy and to ensure that Jerusalem would have g 


“When Hezekiah saw that Sennacherib ii come, ae aasee iets) 
ith hi arri 
fai salem, he consulted with his o cers and w hi 
seeriece: flow of the springs outside the city, and they mee ee ee c 
A ee force was assembled to stop all the springs and me He i asi 
hrough the land, for otherwise, they thought, the King ot Assy 


come and find water in abundance. 
» Chronicles 32:34 


sy doing this he reduced the power of Sennacherib, because tle Bain 
oF not only in the difficult system of our universe. Scholars ae ti, 
where there is no water, no life can exist in any form. The seco 


to ensure water for Jerusalem: 


pring of water of Upper Gihon, 


ti ‘ thes 
It was Hezekiah who stopped up f David.” 2, Chronicles 32:30 


leading it downward west of the City o 


cod i i i by means 
i ere diverted into the Gai wadi by 
ee which was hewn from ends 
fa natural cleft rock. An 


“The waters of the 
of'a tunnel 533 meters (581 yards) long, 
simultaneously, probably along the course o 


‘! Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 99a 
\? Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 94a 
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inscription in the rock at the end of the tunnel describes the completion of 
the project.”5© 


This inscription was found in the year 1880. An Arab boy was bathing in 
the waters of this spring and found it. It was studied by Conrad Schick 
who was an explorer of Jerusalem. Actually, this inscription describes the 
meeting of the two groups which hew the tunnel for the Siloam lake. The 
inscription today is in the Museum of Istanbul. 


We can read there: “the tunneling was completed...While the hewers 
wielded the axe, each man towards his fellow...the hewers hacked each 
toward the other axe, and the water flowed from the spring to the pool, 
a distance of 1,200 cubits...”5%4 


Even though Hezekiah was holy, his son Manasseh was very wicked: 


“he rebuilt the high places that his father Hezekiah had destroyed; he 
erected altars for Baal, made a sacred pole [Asherah - a feminine pagan 


deity, the wife of Baal], as king Ahab of Israel had done, worshipped all the 


host of heaven, and served them. He built altars in the house of the Lord, of 


which the Lord had said: “In Jerusalem I will put my name.” He built altars 
for all the host of heaven in the two courts of the house of the Lord. He 
made his sons pass through the fire; he practised soothsaying and augury, 
and dealt with mediums and with wizards. He did much evil in the sight of 
the Lord, provoking him to anger.” 2 Kings 21:3-6 


“He constructed the worlds and destroyed them,” 


Already the old Midrash Genesis Rabbah and Rabbi Isaac ha Cohen take 
them up again. We know that king Hezekiah was righteous but due to the 
sinfulness of other kings of Judah and the Jewish people who followed 
them the Temple was destroyed. Very old Midrashim, including the Midrash 
Konen of Rabbi Isaac say that God, when he destroyed the Temple in 
Jerusalem, considered ending all existence in the universe: 

“When the Temple was destroyed and Israel was exiled from the land, God 
departed to the higher realms and He did not look upon the destruction of 
the Temple, or upon His people, who had gone into exile. 


°° http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/Society_& Culture/ geo/hetzun.html 
** http://www. jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/Archaeology/Siloam.html 
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\ that dark time when the children of Israel wept by the rivers of ei 

‘hoir cries reached the highest heavens, where God and all the a lear 

(hem. Then God yearned to return all of existence to chaos and desolation. 

God said, “The world I created, I created with my two hands alone. Now 

| shall return it into chaos. I will bring heaven and earth together, ee 
ine against the other, and thus destroy the entire world, all of 5 on x ie 
merely the earth, but the heavens as well, as it is said, “I too will strike ha 


ayainst hand and will satisfy My fury upon you” (Ezekiel 21:12) 


lie angels understood that all existence was on the verge of wae is an 
end, and that God was about to turn even the Throne of Glory upsi e ie 
(hen all of the ministering angels came before God and said, “Master ‘ : 
ie Universe, is it not enough for You that You have already destroye : e 
‘emple, Your dwelling place on earth? Will You also destroy Your dwelling 
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‘lace in heaven? 


God replied, “Do I need comforting? If! kindle but one spark, I can span 
lie world, which I created, perish. I existed before the world was create ; 
ind Lexisted when the world was created, and I will continue to exist, a 
whatever the fate of the world. Verily, I know the beginning and I know the 


end. Leave My presence.”** 


(his idea, which is not only in the Midrash Konen by Rabbi Isaac, but in 
many other Midrashim®® may sound that God is willful and capricious. 


i i i bsolute, but only 
jut the Midrashim do not speak about God in ana solute, at 
“ )proximate way. It would be ridiculous that God is willful and capricious. 
(he idea of the omnipotent God is for the believer a matter of fact, but ue 
‘he context of history, especially the history of the twentieth century an 


the Holocaust, this idea remains problematic. 


\ Holocaust victim or survivor could ask, if God is so powerful that he iy 
create and destroy worlds, why did He not intervene when at el ag 
burnt at Auschwitz and other death camps? This absence of Go ‘ a ride : 
for traditional believers and in some cases it led to the total abandoning 0 


(he faith in God and practice of Judaism. 


: aS "7. ord 
Howard Schwartz, Tree of Souls. The Mythology of Judaism. New York and Oxford 2007: Oxfor 


orsi . 40. 4 ai Se: 
° i pe eles Rabbati 28:2, Midrash Tehillim 2:17, Eliyahu Rabbah 1:3, 30: 150, Midrash Konen 
vid., p. A dy 


in Beit ha - Midrash 2:25, Zohar 1:210a-210b; Nefesh ha - Hayim 3:1. 
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Of course not only Jews suffered under Hitler. Many of those who disagreed 
with the Nazi regime were tortured or murdered, and other ethnic and 
religious communities were persecuted too. 


The traditional belief in God which was laid down in Judaism by 
Maimonides who more or less accepted the Aristotelian way of thought, 
was shaken. Why? Because neither Aristotle nor Maimonides, even if 

in their respective time there were wars, crimes and persecutions, but 
neither in antiquity when Aristotle lived, nor in the Middle Ages, when 
Maimonides lived, was there ever an attempt of a nation to totally eradicate 
and extinguish another nation, which is commonly but improperly named 
the Holocaust. By this I mean the attempt of an entire state, in this case 
Nazi Germany, to annihilate the totality of the Jewish nation. In the entire 
history of the Jewish people, when they were persecuted in a certain 
country, they could escape to another country. When they were expelled 
from Spain, they went to Morocco, Italy, Holland, and the Ottoman Empire. 


They could even remain in Spain under the condition that they embrace 
Christianity. But when Hitler started the war against the Jews, they could 
emigrate to another country only until the year 1940, when the German 
army occupied Poland and more specifically to the year 1942, when the 
Endlésung, the ,,Final Solution“ was formulated. 


The first who has taken notice of this in the domain of religious philosophy 
was Hans Jonas, who showed that after Auschwitz the Maimonidean model 
of faith is no longer sustainable. 


He stressed a very important fact, which was present, but forsaken in 
Jewish philosophy: “If anything in what I said makes sense, then the sense 
is that the relation of God to the world from the moment of creation, and 


certainly from the creation of man onwards, involves suffering on the part 
of God.”5°” 


Jonas is not the first to express this idea; in the domain of the Kabbalah this 
idea was already expressed in the sixteenth century by Moshe Cordovero. 
This first philosopher of the Safedian Kabbalah says that God is patient and 
long suffering. He stresses the fact that God does not want to punish the 
sinner. Even if He suffers through sin: 


°°” H. Jonas, “The Concept of God After Auschwitz: A Jewish Voice”. In: S. T. Katz (editor), Wrestling with 
God. Jewish Theological Responses during and after the Holocaust. New York and Oxford 2007: 
Oxford University Press, p. 631. 
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“Thus, no man ever sins against G-d without G-d, at that very moment, 


bestowing abundant vitality upon him, giving him the power to move 
his limbs. Yet even though a person uses this very vitality to transgress, 
(-d does not withhold it from him. Rather, the Holy One, Blessed Be He, 
suffers this insult and continues to enable his limbs to move. Even at the 
very moment that a person uses that power of transgression, sin, aaa 
infuriating deeds, the Holy One, Blessed Be He, bears them patiently. 


Moshe Cordovero shows us that God is long-suffering. Rather than 
punishing, he waits until the sinner repents. 


‘The question, unde malum, why is there evil in the world, is treated | d 
many philosophers and philosophies. In the philosophy of the Kabba la 
it was Rabbi Isaac Luria who most clearly pointed to the origins of evil. 
According to his teaching, before the Creation of the world, the inner an f 
sefirot - in the Godhead were in absolute harmony. This concerns pine: ly 
the spheres - sefirot - of Mercy and Judgment. These two energies, or as his 
disciple Vital wrote it down, the sefirot, were in harmony till the moment 
when God withdrew from the world, which is called in the Lurianic 
Kabbalah zimzum - contraction - withdrawal. This was an act of divine self- 
limitation, “or self-imposed exile” within God for the purpose of separating 
out and eliminating the forces of Judgment. More radically formulated, 
the purification of the divine organism of all elements of potential evil 
(ook place in this process, the “dross” within God was purged from His 
innermost being.’”*” 


‘Thus not only Israel, but God too, is in exile. God's solidarity with oe 

is His solidarity with the whole humankind. We are all in exile, because 
the Bible teaches that Adam and Eve were the parents of all people. And 
here we come to the second point of Luria’ s theory of evil. In the Christian 
understanding, God sent his Son and thus redeemed humankind. The 


Rabbi Moshe Cordovero, The Palm Tree of Devorah. (Hebrew and English) Translated and 


Annotated by Rabbi Moshe Miller. Jerusalem and New York 1993: Feldheim Publishers, p. 5, 


Ibid. p. 4. i ip td 
| Om HES Fine, The Contemplative Practice of Yihudim in Lurianic Kabbalah, pp. 64°99. In: Arthur 


Green (editor), Jewish Spirituality From The Sixteenth ~ Century Revival To The Present, New York 
1997: Crossroad, p. 66. 
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Christians could argue with the Jews that the Christian concept of God is 
more authentic because God is not only in heaven, but he descended from 
heaven and lived our life and was put to death, whereas the Jewish God is 
transcendent, invisible and far away in heaven. This argument however 
does not take account of the fact that God suffered from the very beginning 
of human existence on Earth. 


In the Hebrew and Jewish understanding, God suffered from the day he 
created man. Cordovero writes that God is long suffering towards sinners. 
Adam and Eve had one single commandment - not to eat from the tree of 
Knowledge of good and evil. Jewish tradition says that Adam was created 
on Friday, on the eve of the Sabbath. And the same day Adam and Eve ate 
from this tree. If, in theory, Adam and Eve had not eaten from the Tree of 
Knowledge, the Messianic era would start on the first Sabbath in history. 
But instead there came a deep regression. Why did God forbid them to eat 
from the Tree of Knowledge? There was a different Tree, the Tree of Life. 


Vital, the disciple of Luria, who wrote down his ideas, explains: 
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“The Tree is called Life because there are not external reasons why death 
should dominate it. There are good lights, good and not bad. This is life and 
not death. That is why the first man [Adam] is given the commandment not 
to eat from the Tree of Knowledge. But this prohibition does not concern 
the Tree of Life, only the Tree of Knowledge. This (Tree) is in the category 
of death...” 


This explanation elucidates a lot. The first commandment for every Jew in 
all generations and of all ages is to choose life: 
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I call heaven and earth to witness against you today that I have set 
before you life and death, blessing and curses. Choose life so that you 
and your descendants may live. 

Deuteronomy 30: 19 


571 Hayim Vital, Shaar ha Pesukim. Jerusalem 1962, p. 4. 
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But Adam and Eve have not chosen life, but by transgressing the 
commandment and eating from the Tree of Knowledge they actually have 
chosen death. 


‘This fact and the other above mentioned arguments and quotations from 
the Bible and from the Rabbinic and Kabbalistic tradition show us that 
there is evil in the world. Even more, they show us some of the reasons, as 
for example Nahmanides states, that if we do not serve God, then the devils 
are present. Also the behavior of the angels, who rebelled against God, is to 
be taken into account. 


‘The rabbinic tradition says that, seduced by the beauty of “the daughter of 
men,” they changed to be ministers of God in a purely spiritual nature and 
became material. This sounds like a Platonic idea or an idea of Plotinus. 
Judaism and Kabbalah were strongly influenced by these thinkers. 


In the framework of the Safedian Kabbalah Cordovero speaks about God 
who suffers rather than punishes the sinner. And Isaac Luria gives the 
arguments of the energies of Mercy and Stern Judgment, which in the 
beginning were in harmony, but in the process of the “exile of God” they 
lost this harmony and thus evil came into the world. 


Finally there is again an explanation from the Lurianic Kabbalah namely 
that Adam and Eve ate from the fruit and thus they impeded the Messianic 
age. 


We see some reasons why the Judaic and Kabbalistic tradition present as 
arguments that there is evil in the world. Adam and Eve are not only the 
first people, but every man and woman in each generation. 


We are Adams and Eves. By choosing life and the commandments of 

God, we bring harmony into the world. If on the contrary we are led by 
reed, lust or we abandon the ways of God, we activate in the Godhead 
the attribute of Stern Judgment and thus bring evil into the world. The 
Kabbalistic concept does not see God and man as separate beings, but 

as in the Platonic philosophy, man is part of God. The purpose of this 
often difficult life is to choose life and blessing. The Messianic idea in 
Kabbalism, an idea dear to Professor Scholem, in his words, is “a cosmic 
picture of Galut (the exile), not the Galut of the people of Israel alone, but 
the Galut of the Shekhinah (Divine Presence) at the very inception of its 
being. All that befalls in the world is only an expression of this primal and 
fiundamental Galut. All existence, including, “as it were,” God, subsists in 
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Galut. Such is the state of creation after the breaking of the vessels. Next 
comes reparation, the third juncture in the great process: the breaking can 
be healed. The primal flaw must be mended so that all things can return 
to their proper place, in their original posture. Man and God are partners 
in this enterprise. After the original breaking God began the process of 
reparation, but He left its completion to man. If Adam had not sinned the 
world would have entered the Messianic state on the first Sabbath after 
the creation, with no historical process whatever. Adam‘s sin returned 
the universe, which had almost been amended, to its former broken state. 
What happened at the breaking of the vessels happened again. Again the 
worlds fell. Adam - who at first was a cosmic, spiritual, supernal being, 

a soul which contained all souls - fell from his station, whereupon the 
divine light in his soul was dispersed. Henceforward even the light of the 
soul would be imprisoned in a dungeon with the sparks of the Shekhinah 
under a single doom. All being was again scattered in Galut. In all the 
expanse of creation there is imperfection, flaw, Galut.”>” Thus everything 
in the Lurianic Kabbalah, as Professor Scholem stated, consists in mending 
the world. God is here, in a certain sense dependent upon man, the 
redemption cannot come until the divine sparks are gathered together 
and thus the reparation of the world brings about the Messianic age. The 
messianic expectations were great not only in the Lurianic Kabbalah, but 
also in Medieval Italy: 


Immanuel Haromi 
Sonnet on the Messiah*”? 


Hurry, Messiah of God, why do you tarry? 
Behold, they wait for you with flowing tears, 
Their tears of blood are like mighty streams, 

For you, O prince, yearns every heart and tongue! 


Take up a rope of flax and measure Zion, 

The crown of beauty: her sons will be found 
Better in all the graces. The evil foe 

Will be cast out. But you remain here standing! 


572 Gerschom Scholem, The Messianic Idea in Kabbalism, pp. 37-49. In: Gerschom Scholem, The 
Messianic Idea in Judaism. New York 1971: Schocken Books, pp. 45-46. 
573 From Haberman, Mahb‘ rot Immanuel, 1946, p. 269. 
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Awake, our Messiah, rise and shine, mount 
A galloping horse, hitch up a royal carriage, 
Woe, all my bones are broken and are scattered. 


But should you ride an ass, my lord, here is my advice: 
Go back to sleep, our prince, and calm your heart, 
Let the end wait and the vision be sealed. 


‘This poem, which is slightly ironic, shows the yearning for the Messiah in 
Medieval Italy. In biblical times, the idea of the Messiah was not present, 
it was only hidden. The messiah was here the anointed one - thus for 
example David was mw? --- which means the anointed of the Lord. 


We have to understand a certain divine pedagogy in dealing with 
humankind, and especially with Israel, his chosen people. If men behave in 
an ethical manner, God is employing the attribute of mercy - ON N71" 

- but when the people sin and thus hurt God, he employs His attribute 
of judgment - 1°73 N72 --- and because many kings of Judah practised 
idolatry, the Jewish people had to go into exile. 


in order to understand this, we have to know that the Assyrian army in the 
sixth century B.C.E. conquered one kingdom after another, “the Babylonian 
prince Nebuchadnezzar was halted at Carchemish and returned home to 
regroup his forces, and to inherit the kingdom on the death of his father. 
judah thought that this indicates a weakness in the Babylonian authority 
and declared independence. Nebuchadnezzar immediately ordered his 
vassal states in the district to attack, and then in 598 came to settle the 
revolt himself. Jehoiakim died at this moment; and his son Jehoiachin had 
(o pay the penalty for his father’s folly in the deportation of many of the 
important citizens and his own imprisonment at Babylon.’*”* 


Even if the Babylonian exile was very hard, God did not finish with his 
people, but he exhorted them to return to Him and thus pursue the ways of 
justice: 
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' |,, Johnston, The History of Israel to 130 B.C. Sections 59-69 In: A New Catholic Commentary on Holy 
icripture, edited by Reginald Fuller, Leonard Johnston and Conleth Kearns. London 1969: Nelson, 
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Seek the Lord, all you humble of the earth who executed His judgment: 
Seek righteousness, seek humility! Perhaps you will be concealed on the 
day of the Lord*s wrath. Zephaniah 2:3 


The prophet announced that some people will be concealed so that they 
will not die with the rest of the people. He did not promise them that they 
would avoid exile, because, as I quoted above, the sinful behavior of king 
Manasseh, the exile was decreed during the years of his kingship. But 
many of the people did not follow his sinful behavior and were not guilty of 
his idolatry. 


The Lord not only promises a new beginning, but he will cause the 
people not to be ashamed of the malicious deeds which they have done by 
practising idolatry: 
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On that day you shall not be put to shame because of all the deeds by 
which you have rebelled against me; for then I will remove from your 
midst your proudly exultant ones, and you shall no longer be haughty 

in my holy mountain. Zephaniah 3:11 


Whereas some people think that the God of the Hebrew Bible is cruel, 
maybe because of the hardships of the exile, Rashi comments on this 
verse, “Because you have already suffered, and your iniquity has been 
expiated.”5’5 God himself will remove from Israel‘s midst the pride and the 
haughty. Rabbi David Kimhi comments on this verse: “Then I will remove 
the haughty ones, who rejoice at committing haughty acts. This parallels 
Zechariah‘s prophecy (13:9): “And I will refine them as silver is refined; 
and I will test them as gold is tested.”°’* If we look at the map of the world 
and think of the situation before the Second World War, the majority of 
Jews lived in countries such as Poland, Lithuania, the Ukraine, Galicia, 
Hungary, eastern Czechoslovakia, Romania to name just a few. But the 
majority of them perished in the concentration camps. Of course I am not 
an advocate of the theory that the Holocaust was a punishment for the 
sins of the Jews. I think that all explanations of the Holocaust are in vain, 
because I think that the evil of such measures that the Nazis perpetrated 


58 Twelve Prophets. Volume II. Translation of Text, Rashi and other Commentaries by Rabbi AJ. 
Rosenberg. New York 1992: The Judaica Press, p. 298. 
576 Thid. p. 298. 
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on the Jews is unparalleled in human history. Those who survived, 
moved mostly to Western Europe, Israel or the U.S.A. Thus only a handful 
remained - and this remnant has a certain name in Jewish theology - 

Iw? maw ----the remnant of Israel: “The remnant of Israel (she erit 
Yisrael) denotes the concept, especially cultivated by the biblical prophets, 
that a defeat of Israel will never be total and irreversible; a remnant will 
remain and allow a new epoch to unfold. This concept mediated between 
the prophecies of doom and the promises of redemption. The clearest 
expression of the idea of the remnant is to be found in Isaiah*s call to 
prophecy in 740 B.C.E., the year of King Uziah‘s death. The ground lies 
waste and desolate...and deserted sites are many in the midst of the land. 

sut while a tenth yet remains in it, it shall repent. It shall be ravaged like 
the terebinth and the oak, of which stumps are left even when they are 
olled; ...its stump shall be a holy seed” (Isaiah 6:11-13). “[A] remnant shall 
return, ...a remnant of Jacob to Mighty God” (Isaiah 10:21). “[T]here shall 
be a highway out of Assyria for the remnant which is left of His people” 
(Isaiah 11:16). And in the report on the attempt of the Assyrian king 
Sennacherib to conquer Jerusalem it is written: “The surviving remnant of 
the House of Judah shall again take root downward and bear fruit upward; 
(or out of Jerusalem shall go forth a remnant and out of Mount Zion a band 
of survivors.” (II Kings 19:30-31). To give his idea symbolic strength, Isaiah 
calls a son of his “a remnant shall return,” a name that denotes both defeat 
and hope. He appears before the king in the company of his son to impress 
upon the king that defeat will be followed by an era of hope.”*”” 


‘This remnant of hope survived even the Babylonian exile, this remnant 
survived even the Holocaust. It is truly the Mystery of Israel - or God's love 
(owards Israel that the nation is not destroyed but as always in the history 
of Israel - only some survive: 
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For I will leave in the midst of you a people humble and lowly. They shall 
seek refuge in the name of the Lord - the remnant of Israel; they shall do 
no wrong and utter no lies, nor shall a deceitful tongue be found in their 
mouths. Then they will pasture and lie down, and no one shall make 
them afraid. Zephaniah 3: 12-13 


Nahum N. Glatzer, Remnant of Israel, pp. 779-783 In: Arthur A. Cohen, Paul Mendes Flohr (edi- 
(ors), Contemporary Jewish Religious Thought. New York and London 1995: Macmillan, The Free Press, 
pp. 778-779. 
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“No one shall make them afraid,” this concerns the Messianic times, when, 
as Maimonides stated, Israel will live in security. But till that time only 
aremnant survives: 


“Related to the concept of the remnant is the membership of the pious 

in olam ha - Ba, the World to Come, the realm of the just (Apocalypse of 
Abraham 17:29; I Baruch 14:13; 48:50; 51:38). In a number of texts the 
just are referred to as the “chosen ones” (I Enoch 5:7ff.), the “chosen of the 
Lord” (Wisdom 3:9). The reference is not to Israel as such, but to the pious 
ones in Israel and, at times, to the pious from among the Gentiles (I Enoch 
48:4; Sibyl. 3, 195). What matters is not belonging to Israel but justice 
before God; this alone will bring about divine mercy (Tobias 13:3-6). It 
became necessary to include the righteous of the past and those who died 
as martyrs among the returning remnant, “that they may return and stay 
themselves on the day of the elect one” (I Enoch 61:5).”°”8 So even if many 
Jews perished during history, there is a holy remnant which survived. An 
important fact is, as mentioned by Professor Glatzer, that also righteous 
non-Jews will have a portion in the world to come. Thus salvation is not 
only for the Jews, but for all righteous people. Christianity sustained the 
thesis “extra ecclesiam non salutem,” - there is no salvation outside the 
Church. But Judaism never had similar teachings. In the Jewish philosophy 
from the Talmudic times to our day salvation was for those Jews who fulfill 
the commandments and for the righteous Gentiles. Thus the rabbis rather 
discourage a candidate for conversion to become a Jew, which is called 

“a Jew by choice.” Because to be a Jew means to have many duties and fulfill 
many commandments, whereas the non-Jew from the Rabbinic perspective 
has to perform only 7 commandments which God gave to Noah. 


Thus God's love is for all, for the Jews as well as for the Gentiles. 


It is not easy to say exactly when the Kabbalah started. Professor Scholem’s 
opinion is the same as mine, that the Kabbalah was a reaction to Gnosticism 
and Neoplatonism, whereas the distinguished Professor Moshe Idel from 
the Hebrew University says that it was due to the teachings of Moses 
Maimonides and as a reaction against it. 


In my opinion, both Professors are right, as a book from the beginning 
of the twentieth century states, “ Maimonides intended to give Judaism 
a character of unity, but he produced the contrary. His aim was to 
harmonize philosophy and religion, but the result was a schism in the 


878 Thid., p 780. 
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synagogue, which gave birth to this queer kind of philosophy called 
Cabbala.”5”9 


‘The Messianic idea in Judaism promised a golden age, an age where the 
utopian aspects of paradise will be restored. This idea was extremely 
important for the oppressed Jews during the Middle Ages. 


Some of the Jews and Jewish mystics or philosophers calculated the date 
when the Messiah will arrive and many of them considered themselves to 
be Messiahs. 


A certain point came with rabbi Isaac ha Cohen during the time of the 
flourishing of the Kabbalah in Gerona. 


In the domain of the Kabbalah, there started as early as the thirteenth 
century “a tendency, a mystical retreat to the early beginning, which 

is contradictory to messianic tendencies, because it seeks mystical 
redemption in the past instead of in the future. It reflects a wish to 
disengage from the developing historical process, which will culminate in 
ihe future messianic apocalyptic upheaval, and find refuge in the simple, 
precreation past of divine unity.”°° 


hefore the book Zohar was written, one of the Provencal Kabbalists, Isaac 
ihe Blind, provides us with a mystical commentary on the beginning of the 
Midrash Konen, dealing with cosmogony: 


“In God's right hand were engraved all the engravings [innermost 

forms] that were destined some day to rise from potency to act. From the 
emanation of all higher sefiroth they were graven, scratched, and moulded 
into the sefirah of Grace (hesed), which is also called God's right hand, 

and this was done in an inward, inconceivably subtle way. This formation 
is called the concentrated, not yet unfolded Torah, and also the Torah of 
Grace. Along with all the other engravings, [principally] two engravings 
were made on it. The one has the form of the written Torah, the other the 
form of the oral Torah. The form of the written Torah is that of the colors 
of white fire, and the form of the oral Torah has colored forms as of black 
fire. And all these engravings and the not yet unfolded Torah existed 


' Bernhard Pick, The Cabbala. The Open Court Publ. Co.: 1913, p. 37. 
Joseph Dan, The Emergence of Messianic Mythology in Thirteenth Century Kabbalah in Spain, 
pp. 201-218. In: Joseph Dan, Jewish Mysticism. The Middle Ages. Northvale, New Jersey and Jerusalem 
1998: Volume II, p. 204. 
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potentially, perceptible neither to a spiritual nor to a sensory eye, until the 
will [of God] inspired the idea of activating them by means of primordial 
wisdom and hidden knowledge. Thus at the beginning of all acts there 
were pre-existentially the not yet unfolded Torah [torah kelulah], which is 
in Gods right hand with all the primordial forms [literally: inscriptions 
and engravings] that are hidden in it, and this is what the Midrash implies 
when it says that God took the primordial Torah (torah kedumah), which 
stems from the quarry of ‘repentance” and the source of the original 
wisdom [primordial wisdom is the second sefirah. ‘Repentance’ (literally 
‘return’ in Hebrew) is a name for the third, because all things ‘return’ to 

its womb in the end. - the note of Professor Gerschom Scholem]**!, and 

in one spiritual act emanated the not yet unfolded Torah in order to give 
permanence to the foundations of the worlds.”5** 


This Midrash speaks about the Mystical Torah: It is written, “God 

by wisdom founded the earth” (Proverbs 3:19). Wisdom (hokmah) is 
nothing other than the Torah. It is called Torah due to the number of its 
commandments.”58 


There are 613 commandments in the Torah and the word Torah has the 
numerical value 611. If we add the two basic commandments: 
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You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your 
soul, and with all your might. Deuteronomy 6:5 


And the second most important commandment: 


W109 JVI? NaANI 
You shall love your neighbor as yourself. Leviticus 19:18 


we arrive at the number 613 and thus the Torah encompasses all human 
life. 


From the Torah quotations from the beginning of this chapter it may seem 
that the God of Israel, in Orten’s words is a ‘stern and quick-tempered God’ 
but this is a distorted image of God. In fact, a long time before the Midrash 


**! Gerschom Scholem, On the Kabbalah and its Symbolism, op. cit., p. 48. 
° Midrash Konen in Jellinek, Beth ha - Midrash, II, Leipzig 1853, pp. 23-24. The English translation is 
to be found in: Gerschom Scholem, On the Kabbalah And Its Symbolism, op. cit., pp. 48-49. 


°88 ‘The Early Kabbalah. Edited And Introduced by Joseph Dan. New York and Mahwah 1986: Paulist 
Press, p. 73. 
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Konen, there was a different Midrash, the Midrash Tanhuma which shows 
‘hat God is abundantly merciful to Israel: 
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Moses said to the Holy One: Sovereign of the World, We have done all the 

work for the Tabernacle, and we have more than enough. What sae 

do with the surplus? He said to them: Go and make a tabernacle for the 

commandments. When he came to give the accounting, he said to them 

(i.c., to the Israelites) thus and so was spent for the (actual) Tabernacle, 

and with the rest I made a tabernacle for the testimony. It is so stated (in 
xodus 38:21): THESE ARE THE RECORDS OF THE TABERNACLE, THE 
\BERNACLE OF THE TESTIMONY. What is the meaning of anes 
(\MShKN), TABERNACLE (MShKN), with the word repeated wel ? 

x. {Simeon} [Samuel] said: It was mortgaged (NTMShKN) two times for 
‘hem. R. Ishmael said: This (usage) is a sign for all who come into the 

world that there is only forgiveness for Israel alone. THE TABERNACLE 

OF THE TESTIMONY is testimony for all who come into the world bie 

ihe Holy One has been reconciled with Israel. A parable: To what is t : 
matter comparable? To a king who took a wife and loved her erry y. e 
became angry with her and left her. Her woman neighbors said to a ; 
will not return to you. After some days the king was reconciled to ia He ‘ 
entered his palace [with her], where he ate and drank. Now her neig os 
would not believe that he had been reconciled to her; but when there a 
an aroma in the heavens over her, they immediately knew that the king hac 


been reconciled to her.*®° 


i i i York 1946. Vol. II, p. 127 
‘Mi huma, (Hebrew) Edited by Rabbi H.Horrowitz. New Yo | nh 
, Here ee ey by Solomon Buber (English). Translated into English with Indices and 


iirief Notes by John T. Townsend. Hoboken, New Jersey 1997: Ktav Publishing House. Volume II, 
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In fact the Midrash concludes this section that the way the king accepted 
his beloved, God accepts Israel. 


This was duly performed not only in this Midrash, which dates from the 
second half of the fourth century,*** was printed already in the years 
1520-22 [among the first Hebrew printed books]. Besides this version 
there was known a different, more extended version which was published 
in the nineteenth century by Solomon Buber.*®” 


The section of Midrash Tanhhuma which we now read is about God's mercy 
towards Israel. A very important kabbalist who went in the same direction 
as Rabbi Isaac was Rabbi Shem Tov ben Gaon. He used many sources, most 
of them from the kabbalistic schools in Spain. Another branch of such 
speculation is to be found in the works by Rabbi Abraham Abulafia and 
Rabbi Joseph Gikatilla in his early works. They were both writing in the 
final decades of the thirteenth century. 


This process culminated in the writing of the Zohar, the masterpiece of the 
Spanish Kabbalah, which concentrated greatly on the theory of creation. 
The Zohar developed a special terminology with which we will deal later. 
Based on the oldest Oxford manuscripts, “it is possible that the group 
described in this work, which as a matter of convenience I shall call the 
‘Gates of the Elders’ (1717 YW), is a fictional ruse on the part of its author, 
in a manner similar to the imaginary fellowship of Simeon ben Yohai that 
figures prominently in the literary narratives of the zoharic anthology. It is 
my assumption, conversely, that not only is this not the case, but the very 
opposite is true, that the treatise of the zagen preserves the record of an 
actual group, an embodied community, which organized itself around the 
‘elderly master of secrets’ (n1710 v2 7PT) and that this community, whose 
social structure was determined primarily by the ritual of Torah study in 
its esoteric valence, may have been the one responsible for the early stages 
of the production of the microforms that in due course were braided into 
the macroform preserved in manuscripts and eventually printed as Sefer 
ha - Zohar.”5®° 


°° Ginter Stemberger, Midrasch. Vom Umgang der Rabbinen mit der Bibel. Munich 1989: C.H. Beck, 
p. 47. 


587 Tbid., p. 48. 
*8 Ms Oxford - Bodleian 2396, fols. 11b, 50b. And especially fol. 28 a. 
* Elliot R. Wolfson, The Anonymous Chapters of the Elderly Masters of Secrets. New Evidence of Secrets 


for the Early Activity of the Zoharic Circle, pp. 143-191. In: Kabbalah, Journal for the Study of Jewish 
Mystical Texts. 19/2009. 
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: ‘ 
But still even here there remains the question, where does evil come from? 
Professor Wolfson states: 


“\ 5 is well known to scholars in the field of Jewish mysticism, among the 
sources that exerted an influence upon the author of the Zohar are to be i 
counted kabbalistic texts that derived from a “Gnostic school of ai hi 
which emerged in the second half of the thirteenth century in Castile. 
One of the salient features in this school was the positing of a demonic 
realm morphologically paralleling the realm of the divine: as oe bi 
ten holy emanations (sefirot), so there are ten “emanations of t e left." In 
the words of one of the members of this circle, Moses of Burgos: “There 
is a left side corresponding to the right, intended to perfect the fe i 
punish and chastise with ‘chastisement of love’ those who walk in aba ; 
way in order to purify them.” To be sure, as Scholem has already pointe 
out, this dualism was never presented as absolute, for in order fora a 
to be accepted within the framework of normative Judaism, the see ca , 
tendency had to be mitigated. Accordingly, these kabbalists strugg i: ie 
the question “Whence arose the demonic, or left side?” While they di a 
on the exact moment within the emanative process that would sen us 
ihe emergence of the left side, all agreed that at some moment this in fac 


occurred.”5”° 


We have to understand that in the Kabbalah the sefirotic system is very 
important. Already before the Zohar the kabbalists spoke about ha a 4 
sefirot. The highest, Keter Elyon - the Supernal Crown, which is un ma 00 : 
sometimes as the Godhead Itself, emanates the second sefirah, the Hokhma 
which can be translated as wisdom or will, which means wisdom. Already 
Solomon ibn Gabirol, who is sometimes thought to be the predecessor 

of the Kabbalah, stated: “The will, which is the power that creates these oe 
elements, is limited as to its activity, but limitless as to its nature. Hence, its 


activity is limited.”>”! 


‘The Zohar points out that evil comes from imperfect oma 
emanations emanated from the first sefirah, and later on from ae ia bn 
downward: “These emanations were abortive, and were destroyed, becaus« 


© Eliot R, Wolfson, Luminal Darkness. Imaginal Gleanings from Zoharic Literature. Oxford 2007 
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they consisted of harsh, untempered judgments. They are called “the 
worlds that were destroyed” or “the kings that died.”’5” 


Evil is explained by the existence of the “dark lamp,” about which the 
beginning of the book of commentary to Zohar says: 
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At the head is the potency of the King, He engraved engravings in luster on 
high. A spark of impenetrable darkness [the continuation is not present 

in the above mentioned Aramaic text] flashed within the concealed of the 
concealed from the head of Infinity.”5% 


This intuition about the beginning of the universe which is expressed 
here by the Zohar was also expressed by other mystics, “a ray of divine 
darkness” (Dionysius, Mystical Theology 1:1), “the luminous darkness” 
(Gregory of Nyssa, Life of Moses 2: 163); “the black light” (Iranian Sufism). 
Prior to the Zohar, Azriel of Gerona and the author of the Ma‘ yan ha- 
Hokhmah mention “the light darkened from shining.”’5% 


In different words, Rabbi Yehuda Ashlag, a twentieth century commentator 
on R. Isaac Luria, expressed it: 

““As soon as the idea surfaced in the Mind of the Divine to create Man, there 
sprang forth a Lamp ...a container... the “Will to Receive.” And this Divine 
projection, though light to us, is dark compared to Him, a Vessel for His 
Endless light.”’5 


The idea of fullness of light however is even much older than the Lurianic 
Kabbalah, it goes back to the Talmud: “ 717 71793 7X0 NWW 2 --- Rav 
Sheishess was full of light which means he was blind.”5% 


**? ‘The Wisdom of The Zohar. An Anthology of Texts. Arranged by Fischel Lachower and Isaiah Tishby, 
translated from the Hebrew by David Goldstein. Oxford, Portland, Oregon 1989: The Littman Library 
of Jewish Civilization. Vol. Il, p. 458. 

°° ‘The Zohar, The Aramaic Zohar is with the Hebrew Sulam of Rabbi Yehuda Ashlag, Jerusalem 1975, 
Vol.I pp.1-2. 

The English translation is to be found in: The Zohar, Pritzker Edition. Translation and Commentary 
by Daniel C. Matt. Stanford, California 2003: Stanford University Press. Vol. I, pp. 107-108. 

5° Daniel C. Matt, The Zohar, Pritzker Edition. Op. cit., p. 107. 

**° Yehuda Ashlag, The Kabbalah: A Study of the Ten Luminous Emanations of Rabbi Isaac Luria. 
Translated by L.I. Krakovsky. Jerusalem 1969: Research Center of Kabbalah. Volume I, p. 41. 

**° Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Berachos. Elucidated by Rabbi Yosef Widroff (Chapter 5), Rabbi 
Mendy Wachsman (Chapters 6-8), Rabbi Israel Schneider, Zev Meisels (chapter 9) under the General 
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(his idea may seem strange but in fact each one of us has eae 

. similar situation. When for example we are dazzled by acar’s headlights, 
\1) fact there is fullness of the light upon us ~ but we are blindfolded, oe 
ind. Ina similar fashion the Rabbis of the Babylonian Talmud discuss the 


lovee of light.5” 


iis experience is best reflected in Hassidic thought: 


ight is known to exist by virtue of darkness...One is the chair upon aa 
1c other sits; one is like man who holds an object in his upraised hand, an 


e other is like the object thus held.”** 


1) the framework of the Zohar it is important to observe the itech 
(vom the sefirah Keter which encompasses Ein-Sof to the sefirah ah mah. 
lin ~Sof- the hidden Godhead is in the shape of primeval air, sparks A 
within the mystery of the “spark of the impenetrable eared is 
could say the “spark of blackness.” From this comes a i bn ig 
which is dazzling everything, like pitch darkness. It is only when i ee 
\arts to become active that its remarkable characteristics are wae ae e. 
\ fountain bursts forth within the “spark,” from which subsequent ic 
he individual aspects of the whole sefirotic system flow. The a ) : e 
(orrent that flows from the fountain makes a hairline crack in the sur : F 
of the primeval air, and through this aperture a aie pom shines, sealed, 
wpernal [the sefirah Hokhmah]... the first word of all. 


ihe Zohar has an answer to the question where does evil come from. " 
\ccepts the idea that the Holy One, blessed be He, Bees to create worlds 
tt Ne 

ind destroy them, until He created those we have. 


(hese worlds emanated directly from the sefirah Keter and were not Le. 
(hat is why God annulled them. They are called Kings, as I will show. Bo 
(he Zohar and the Lurianic Kabbalah understand the following passage 
{pom the Bible as these worlds, or as the ‘Kings’: 


ihese are the kings who reigned in the land of Edom, before any king 
veigned over the Israelites. Bela, son of Beor reigned in Edom, the name 


\\litorship of Rabbi Yisroel Simcha Schonrr and Rabbi Chaim Malinowitz. The Schottenstein Edition. 
jew York 1997: Messorah Publications. Volume II. 58a3. 


Cf: Babylonian Talmud, Pesachim 3a1. Y t 
Louis 1 Newindl, The Hassidic Anthology. New York 1934: Scribner's, p. 264. 
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eand mocked him: Bring one black coffee for Judah, our earthly god wonders, he has a son, 
Yardena goes out, Ezra stops smoking, 
Yes, they change from one hour to the other hour, 
Our old earthly God knows that he cannot err, 
He is dripping with sweat and sends thunders on his son, 


Shalom Hanoch 
“The Messiah does not come, the Messiah does not telephone.” 


Solow? DOM 
Waiting for the Messiah 


Shalom Hanoch, Man of Wor ds, Man of Tunes. 5 CD - Album Hebrew) Tel Aviv 2004. 
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The bell at the entrance rustles on the air-conditioner, 

And causes Yerukham to jump to the door, “your farm is in smoke,” 
The son of our earthly god observes his father from the side, 

And at the door there suddenly stands a cop with a hat in his hand, 
Yerukham tells him, “we did not ask for the police,” 

And the cop tells him, “there was a casualty, and that's why” 

The Messiah does not come, the Messiah even will not phone.” 
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“Casualty of whom?” - asks the earthly god's son, 

“casualty of the country” 

answers the miserable cop, 

“the burse has fallen and people are jumping from the roof,” 

“And even the Messiah sprang and was killed...” 

“Allis lost...,” cries Ezra, the fat constructor 

The Messiah is in heaven, and we are here and without money, 

And the beautiful Yardena murmurs, thus, the world will not improve, 
“The Messiah will not come, he will not even telephone.” 
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“Bitter December” - the headlines of the newspapers are shouting, 
And the finance minister looks at the interview, 


“The public was being made stupid, and that’s why the aad ne 
What comes easily, also disappears easily, 
Little Ezra is forced to be compensated largely, 
But Iam most interested in Yardena, 
I go to the Reserve Forces, and count money, which I don’t have, 
And the Messiah does not come, yes, the Messiah does not even ring. 
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14. The Messianic idea in Judaism 


1. The Messianic Idea in the Lurianic Kabbalah 


I much like the poetry and songs by Shalom Hanoch but I strongly disagree 
with this song. I quoted it to show to what extent the disbelief in the 
central principles of Judaism is present nowadays in Jewish and Israeli 
society. Among others, Maimonides defined this belief in his famous 
thirteen articles of faith (here I quote the version which the Jews pray in 
the morning prayer): InyIw? 7p 7nA MD »uPwa OMT PP> Mow? 


By the end of Days He will send our Messiah, to redeem those longing for 
His final salvation.* 


In July 1263 the Castilian king James I made a public disputation between 
Nahmanides, the leading Rabbi, Talmudist and Kabbalist of Castile and 

a Jew who converted to Christianity and became a Dominican, Pablo 
Christiani. The different understanding of the Messianic problem in 
Judaism and Christianity is as old as the Christian religion. Origen argued 
with the Jews of Alexandria about this chapter. He told “the honorable 
men among the Jews,” that “effectively, [chapter 53 of the prophet Isaiah] 
evidently shows people - those who lived in their sins and were saved by 
the passion of the Redeemer,”°° 


The Jews of Alexandria most probably did not know Hebrew, as Origen did. 

The Christian interpretation of the fifty third chapter of the prophet Isaiah, 
which speaks about the suffering servant, identifies this servant with Jesus. 
I would like to quote the beginning of this chapter: 


Who has believed what we have heard? 

And to whom has the arm of the Lord been revealed? 
For he grew up before him like a young plant, 

And like a root out of dry ground; 

He had no form or majesty that we should look at him, 
Nothing in his appearance that we should desire him. 
He was despised and rejected by others; 

Aman of suffering and acquainted with infirmity; 


° ‘The Complete Machzor Succos. New York 1989: Mesorah Publications pp. 150-151. 
8 Origen, Contra Celsum I, 55. Translated into French by M. Borret. Paris, 1967. 
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‘id as one whom others hide their faces 
\le was despised, and we held him of no account. 
ively he has borne our infirmities 
And carried our diseases; 
‘et we accounted him stricken, 
struck down by God, and afflicted. 
i\ut he was wounded for our transgressions, 
Crushed for our iniquities; 
(pon him was the punishment that 
Made us whole, 
\nd by his bruises we are healed. 
Isaiah 53: 1-5 


. . : a “ is 

Christianity understands that this suffering ae : dey : Ae i ay 

, f the suffering of the Serv: 1. 
ong we can see the deepness 0 5 ereae 

i degradation and the up 
-omprehensible coherence of the gra feasben) 

re el in still new images. The song in its basic understanding ist 
focus of the Old as well as the New Testament message. 


anity, upon which the liturgy of 


This is actually i a ee thout blemish took on himself 


Good Friday is based - Christ, who was wi 
ihe sins of the world. 


Judaism however understands this very re Te “i at 
“his pai Ipability will lead hi 
like all other people, his painful culp sammie 
i he cessation of all desires. In sp this, 
thought of death, which means t ee 
i i heritage the multitude 
, will redeem Israel and will obtain as ‘a 
: ah wllgeie over his people and over other mighty kingdoms. 


f the Rabbis the Messiah has to bring peace to 
succeeded in this goal. The Christians claim 
but the Jews want a tangible peace without 


According to the consensus 0 
the world. Until now, nobody 
that Jesus brought inner peace, 
wars and strife. 


One of the most interesting examples of fa ee ra eng 2 
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a mental illness, probably schizophrenia. Both the Jews and the Christians 
in his time believed that the so-called apocalyptic year was 1666. The Rabbi 
Manasseh b. Israeli in his letter to Cromwell and the English Parliament 


used it as a pretext to ask his plea for the readmission of the Jews into 
England. 


Apart from this, a different computation based ona passage of the Zohar 
the Messiah appeared in 1648. In the same year Shabbetai Zevi revealed 
himself at Smyrna as the Messiah. Later he lived in Thessalonica. His idea 
spread throughout the entire Jewish world, and he gave himself the name 
“The first-begotten Son of God, Shabbetai Zebi, Messiah and Redeemer of 
the people of Israel.” The whole of Jewish Europe was praying for him in 
these words: “Bless our Lord and King, the holy and righteous Shabbetai 
Zebio, the Messiah of the God of Jacob.” 


Later Shabbetai Zevi feared the sultan and converted to Islam. Most of the 
Jews in Europe and other countries, such as the Jews in North Africa, where 


the Jews were persecuted because of him, abandoned the belief that he is 
the true Messiah. 


But Professor Scholem points out, in a very interesting essay about one 
of the few who still believed in him even after he abandoned Judaism, 
Abraham Cardoso about Cardoso’s theology and Shabbetai Zevi: 


“Even in the old Jewish theology there was in dispute the issue how will the 
Torah be realized in the messianic era. In the framework of the Kabbalah 
already the book Temunah came up with the idea of changed and different 
concrete terms how the corpus mysticum (mystical body) of the Torah will 
be realized in that time. What was actually on the border was the very 
personality of the Messiah. The problem of this question became evident 
in posing the quest for the personality of the Messiah himself. This was 

an open question. It seemed that the Messiah would bring about a new 
era, and thus he will give to the Torah a corresponding relationship. But 
these questions of the nature of Orthodox Judaism became a historical 
dynamite when they were connected with the deep-Gnostic messianic 
idea in the Lurianic Kabbalah. The immense and more and more intensive 
consciousness of mission of the Lurianic Judaism the product of which led 
to the disintegration of its dialectic in the form of the missionary theology 


°° www.jewishencyclopedia.com SHABBETAI ZEBI MORDECAI. 7 Pages, p. 5. 
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of the Jewish Reform needed only a little impulse to bring about the 


ake: : ve. 607 
inessianic antinomism.”® 
|being against the law - in this case - the Torah - my remark]. 


|owever even a heresy has some point of truth. According Ss 7 Lurianic 
Kabbalah, the original cosmic light in the beginning got under the 
influence of the shells. Thus: 


“The sixth day is the holy phallus (berit godesh), iA ut a si is a 
i i the turtledove, 
two testicles, as the verse says, “The song of th é 
; = vase by way of the holy phallus to the a is a, - 
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i he fact that Adam, who 
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:tion of [the word] nishma in Yesod [foundation ~ 1 
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elevation above to the place whence she was ; ; at 
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is the day of Sabbath, which is from the land of the living, the ie He 
come the world of souls, the world of comforts. On the sixth day a : 
scended to draw down the supernal light from all the wenn, ae 
5 bring it down to Adam so that his soul would be comprised ofa o 
elements from the beginning of the gradations until their oe 4 
Sabbath there is the supernal union and Tif eret is coupled wit me ut. 
| tad Adam not sinned, the world would have been quiet and peace a 
without Satan and without evil inclination. The supernal union wou 
have been face-to-face, but he caused the sin with regard to the Tree o 
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Die Theologie des Sabbatianismus im Lichte Abraham Cardosos, pp. 119-147, In: 
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But Adam sinned. In the Jewish interpretation the first man - Adam - the 
very word 07X-(adam) sinned and also the last man - the last adam - the 
Messiah will be sinful. When Shabbetai Zevi converted to Islam, he was led 
by the thoughts of the Lurianic Kabbalah, where the divine light descended 
into the shells when the divine light started to penetrate the void universe, 
But before this God had to contract himself in order to manifest his actions 


and names to us: 
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“You should know that before the emanations were emanated and the 
creation created, a most supreme, simple light filled the whole existence. 
There was no vacant place, no aspect of empty space or void, but everything 
was filled by that simple light of the Infinite. It had no aspect of beginning 


or end, but was all one simple, completely uniform light, and this is called 
the light of the Infinite (‘or Eyn Sof). 


When it arose in His simple will to create worlds and to emanate 

emanations, to bring out the perfection of His actions, His names, and His 
attributes - for this was the reason that the worlds were created...then the 
Infinite contracted itself at its midpoint, in the exact center of its light.”61° 


Thus God in the framework of the Lurianic Kabbalah withdrew from the 
world in order to make place for us. This idea is totally new in the history of 
philosophy. Even if Luria was probably of German or of Eastern European 


origin, the majority of the kabbalists of his time in Safed were exiles from 
Spain. 


Thus in his system not only the Jews of Spain had to go into exile, the Jewish 


people was in exile during all its history after the year 70 C.E., and even the 
Godhead was in a state of pitiless exile: 


609 


Hayim Vital, Tree of Life (Hebrew). Jerusalem 2004: Aharon Barzani and sons, p. 22. 

“1° The Tree of Life (English) Hayim Vital‘s Introduction to the Kabbalah of Isaac Luria. The Palace 
of Adam Kadmon. Translated and with an introduction by Donald Wilder Menzi and Zwe Padeh. 
Northvale, New Jersey and Jerusalem 1999, pp. 11, 13. 
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‘In the system of the Ari (Isaac Ashkenazi Luria, called Ari hia Aap : 

ion), the notion of concentration supplies a greater comp i 

(ova thing other than God to come into being, God must nece ie h to 

retreat within Himself. Only afterwards does He emit beams o . Er : 

1e vacuum of limitation and build our world. Moreover, at eac : re 

there is a need for both force of limitation and the force of erence 

Without limitation everything ccna sd an sabieneenitit a 

emanation nothing would come into being. ae 
rything has this basic Janus. Janus was a Roman go bad 

fa mes eee wants to say-nature of duality] ae ca i i 

limiting force and the emanating force, retreat and pospag: (oy y 

concurrence of the two disparate motifs can produce being. 


| mentioned the text of Vital, who wrote down what Luria i hutenalene 
revealed Himself in His potencies and attributes as for le e ay ng ; 
justice, mercy, etc. And He formed also “vessels aa 0 a ney 
manifest God's very being. a: the mae ee - si fe ie 
‘The divine light was so strong that the vesse ea ae RAPD 
dispersed. Luria knows about the horror of evi i ccor 6 sameeetee 
the divine light fell into the abyss of evil. These oeings, t RE 
divine light into the midst of evil, are called “shells. These she ; 
Te worlds. They are the main (but not nal) sie: se 
in our world. That is why even God is in exile and yearns to be re 


from the exile. 
: Cnet 
But of course we can ask the question, what is evil? 


: de 
‘Thomas Aquinas defined evil as lack of good. Do you agree We this? 
a certain point it hints at the truth, but I think that evil is, unfortunately, 


much worse. 


Evil is the perversion of the order. Such evil was described by Kafka, 
especially in the Metamorphosis: 


“Gregor’s legs all whizzed toward the food. His wounds must have healed 
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isabili i dhim and made 
completely, moreover, for he felt no disability, which amazed hi 


him reflect how more than a month ago he had cut one ai a pn th 
4 knife and had still suffered pain from the wound only the ii " : i i ante 
yesterday Am I less sensitive now? He thought, and sucked greedily a 
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cheese, which above all the other edibles attracted him at once strongly. 
One after another and with tears of satisfaction in his eyes he quickly 
devoured the cheese, the vegetables, and the sauce; the fresh food, on the 
other hand, had no charm for him, he could not even stand the smell of 

it and actually dragged away to some little distance the things he could 
eat. He had long finished his meal and was only lying lazily on the same 
spot when his sister turned the key slowly as a sign for him to retreat. 
That roused him at once, although he was nearly asleep, and he hurried 
under the sofa again. But it took considerable self-control for him to stay 
under the sofa, even for the short time his sister was in the room, since 
the large meal had swollen his body somewhat and he was so cramped he 
could hardly breathe. Slight attacks of breathlessness afflicted him and 
his eyes were starting a little of his head as he watched his unsuspecting 
sister sweeping together with a broom not only the remains of what he had 
eaten but even the things he had not touched, as if these were now of no 
use to anyone, and hastily shoveling it all into a bucket, which she covered 
with a wooden lid and carried away. Hardly had she turned her back when 
Gregor came from under the sofa and stretched and puffed himself out.” 


The situation of Gregor is a real tragedy. In the Metamorphosis of Kafka 
he is changed from a human being into an insect. We could say that the 
Metamorphosis is the anti-Messianic image that Kafka shows us. 


In fact Kafka, even if he did not know it, was one of the best commentators 


on the book of Job: 


“There is one great modern writer whose world bordered on Job‘s yet who 
failed to make any references to him: Franz Kafka (1883-1924). It was 
Martin Buber who considered Kafka‘s work to be the most important Job 
commentary in our generation - but a commentary that came to a sudden 
end at the point where God begins to speak. Kafka knew (Buber continues, 
alluding to the biblical story) that the place where “he stayed at night” 
was “awesome,” though he had heard no voice, and the ladder he saw in 
his dream was broken and its top did not reach to heaven. Kafka was the 
strong-willed Jew who was not enticed by Marcion, although he sensed 
the terrible paradox of existence. The fact that the voice does not reach us 
and that instead we perceive demonic noises, Kafka attributed not to the 
hostile power of a demiurge but to a strange derangement in the process of 


°? Franz Kafka, Metamorphosis pp. 89-140. In: The Complete Short Stories of Franz Kafka. Edited by 


Nahum N. Glatzer. Metamorphosis was translated by Willa and Erwin Miller. London 1999: Vintage 
Books, p. 108. 
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i iF intriguing it is that 
communication caused by intermediary forces. - How intriguing 


Kafka himself was silent on Job.”°"* 


‘The book of Job is called by an important Germat ane Sa leans 
Gedicht Iob oder Das Hohelied des Pessimismus. © The Boo 0 gelubeni cs 
| f Pessimism. Kafka did not believe in the divine inte pa 

vate dd ly change the world. He neither believed that the traditio 
re who according to the Talmud and other ae 
ilies pevane upon the nations (goyim) - will come. But he writes 


this with a sort of irony: 


s and Arabs’, written in 1917, Kafka ee in 
merciless criticism of certain aspects of the Jewish San oe eee id 

i tation of a Supreme Savior, the dream of blooay tm | 
amulet im) - which contradicted his active and universa istic vic 
men ie is hard not to see here an ironic metaphor for the ye 
: native Diaspora. And the jackals® appeal to the traveler to fu a 
eee reaching! = a taking the scissors and slitting Arab throats (w ic 
peers refuses to do) - is a fairly transparent reference to a certain 
way of conceiving the role of the Messiah. 


“In the parable Jackal 


. h 
In his Diaries Kafka revealed his most profound secret: on : ae 4 
1917 he wrote, “The Messiah will come only when he is no long we ies 
he will come only on the day after his arrival, he will not come o 


day, but on the very last day.”*!° 


; ; ih 
It should be stated that Kafka’s work is not a realism. It wa : y 
a message in images. The negativity is a certain sort of we sh 
connected with the traditional Jewish expectation of the Messiah. 


Kafka writes in a very original way. 
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According to Luria, the Messiah corresponds to the second chapter of the 
book of Daniel: 


In the second year of Nebuchadnezzar‘s reign, Nebuchadnezzar dreamed 
such dreams that his spirit was troubled and his sleep left him. So the king 
commanded that the magicians, the enchanters, the sorcerers, and the 
Chaldeans be summoned to tell the king his dreams. When they came in 
and stood before the king, he said to them, “I have had such a dream that 
my spirit is troubled by the desire to understand it.” The Chaldeans said 
to the king (in Aramaic), “O king, live forever! Tell your servants your 
dream, and we will reveal the interpretation.” The king answered the 
Chaldeans, “This is. a public decree: “if you do not tell me both the dream 
and its interpretation, you shall be torn limb from limb, and your houses 
shall be laid in ruins. But if you do tell me the dream and its interpretation, 
you shall receive from me gifts and rewards and great honor. Therefore, 
tell me the dream and its interpretation. They answered a second time, 
“Let the king first tell his servants the dream, then we can give the 
interpretation.” The king answered, “I know with certainty that you are 
trying to gain time, because you see I have firmly decreed: if you do not tell 
me the dream, there is but one verdict for you. You have agreed to speak 
lying and misleading words to me until things take a turn. Therefore, tell 
me the dream, and I shall know that you can give me its interpretation.” 
The Chaldeans answered the king, “There is no one on earth who can reveal 
what the king demands! In fact no king, however great and powerful, has 
ever asked such a thing of any magician or enchanter or Chaldean. The 
thing that the king is asking is too difficult, and no one can reveal it to the 
king, except the gods, whose dwelling is not with mortals.” 


Because of this the king flew into a violent rage and commanded that all 
the wise men of Babylon be destroyed. The decree was issued, and the 
wise men were about to be executed; and they looked for Daniel and his 
companions, to execute them. Then Daniel responded with prudence and 
discretion to Arioch, the king’s chief executioner, who had gone out to 
execute the wise men of Babylon; he asked Arioch, the royal official, “Why 
is the decree of the king so urgent?” Arioch then explained the matter to 


Daniel. So Daniel went in and requested that the king give him time and he 
would tell the king the interpretation. 


Then Daniel went to his home and informed his companions, Hananiah, 
Mishael, and Azariah, and told them to seek mercy from the God of heaven 
concerning this mystery, so that Daniel and his companions with the 
respect of the wise men of Babylon might not perish. Then the mystery 
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was revealed to Daniel in a vision that night, and Daniel blessed the God of 


heaven. 


Daniel said: 
Blessed be the name of God from age to age, 
For wisdom and power are his. 
He changes times and seasons, 
Deposes kings and sets up kings; 
He gives wisdom to the wise : 
And knowledge to those who have understanding. 
He reveals deep and hidden things: 
He knows what is in the darkness, 
And light dwells with him. 
To you, O God of my ancestors, 
| give thanks and praise, 
For you have given me wisdom and power, 
And have now revealed to me what we 
d of you, a 
a on ieee revealed to us what the king ordered. 


Daniel 2:1 - 2:23 


Before I finish how Daniel interpreted the dream, I would like c wr 
the Hebrew Bible strongly condemns magic and poriies I found a fa 
text by Erich Fromm but I can agree with one part of it: 


Man needs a map of his natural and social world, without which he im 
be confused and unable to act Wenn Ws an i ie i 
ienting hi d finding for himselt a 3 
have no way of orienting himself an fort ee 
its hi ize all impressions that impinge on him. 
eerie): anil i final explanations of all events or an 
he believed in sorcery and magic as fina explan : re 
i i dand punish him, from the standpoin 
omnipotent God who will reward an ie Gaps 
i t make any differen 
i d for a frame of orientation, it does no ry 

wee sense to him and he feels certain about his ideas hae 
the consensus with those around him. Even if the map is wrong, it fills 


a psychological need.°”” 


Of course I strongly agree with the idea that “we need a ae mn ou “y : 
natural and social world without which we would be con fa i Pree 
I cannot agree that magic or sorcery can be equivalent to the belic 


75% inchart and Winston 
67 Erich Fromm, The Anatomy of Human Destructiveness. New York 1975: Holt, Rinehart and Win 


p. 230. 
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omnipotent God. Even the pagan king Nebuchadnezzar saw how impotent 
were these sorcerers, “the wise men of Babylon,” to explain his dream, as 
we continue to read how Daniel interpreted the dream: 


“You were looking, O king, and lo! There was a great statue. This statue 

was huge, its brilliance extraordinary; it was standing before you, and its 
appearance was frightening. The head of that statue was of fine gold, its 
chest and arms of silver, its middle and thighs of bronze, its legs of iron, 
and partly of clay. As you looked on, a stone was cut out, not by human 
hands, and it struck the statue on its feet of iron and clay and broke them 
into pieces. Then the iron, the clay, the bronze, the silver, and the gold, were 
all broken in pieces and became like the chaff of the summer and threshing 
floors; and the wind carried them away, so that not a trace of them could be 
found. But the stone that struck the statue became a great mountain and 
filled the whole earth. 


“This was the dream; now we will tell the king its interpretation. You, 

O king, the king of kings - to whom the God of heaven has given the 
kingdom, the power, the might and the glory, into whose hand he has 
given human beings, wherever they live, the wild animals of the field, and 
the birds of the field, and the birds of the air, and whom he establishes as 
ruler over them all - you are the head of gold. After you shall arise another 
kingdom, inferior to yours, and yet a third kingdom of bronze, which shall 
rule over the whole earth. And there shall be a fourth kingdom, strong as 
iron; just as iron crushes and smashes everything, it shall crush and shatter 
all these. As you saw the feet and toes partly of potter's clay and partly of 
iron, it shall be a divided kingdom; but some of the strength of iron shall 
be in it, as you saw the iron mixed with the clay. As the toes of the feet 
were part iron and part clay, so the kingdom shall be partly strong and 
partly brittle. As you saw the iron mixed with clay, so will they mix with 
one another in marriage, but they will not hold together, just as iron does 
not mix with clay. And in the days of those kings the God of heaven will set 
up a kingdom that shall never be destroyed, nor shall this kingdom be left 
to another people. It shall crush all these kingdoms and bring them to an 
end, and it shall stand forever; just as you saw that a stone was cut from the 
mountain not by hands, and that it crushed the iron, the bronze, the clay, 
the silver, and the gold. The great God has informed the king what shall 

be hereafter. The dream is certain, and its interpretation is trustworthy. 
Daniel 2:31-45 


Thad to quote at length from the second chapter of the book of Daniel in 
order to explain what Isaac Luria means under exile and the Messiah. Exile 
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i d of Israel. After 
e ishment of the Jewish people from the land of Israe! 
a eee case al understood that the night of the exile will be very 


the year he exile as punishment for their 


long. Ina certain way they understood t 


sins. 


fter the expulsion of the Jews from Spain in 1492 the concept 


ce ves to the exile a cosmic 


‘exi Luria gi 
f exile became very powerful. Isaac : ah 
limension: the exile started, as I mentioned above, when the Infinite 


i i i 1d could exist. The exile 
S ithdrew into Himself, so that the finite worl 1 exist. : 
es people is accompanied by the Shekhina, which is in ae uae 
israel, The task of the Jews is to restore from exile the holy sparks. This w 


bring about the Messiah. 


‘The Messiah, in the Tree of Life,““...shall be wise” refers to the World i 
of Action, as in the secret of “The Tree was desirable to make cn es ae 
(Genesis 3:6) referring to the Tree of sie ees ie a ei : ie ae a 
identifiedeait kingdom), which als 

lentified with the last sefirah, Malkhut 
‘orth lowest world, the World of Action (Asiyah), our physical universe. 


“ lifted up” means from the World of Formation. 
“ carried” means from the World of Creation. 


“elevated” means from the World of Emanation. 


“ wery much (m od) 782 —which has the same letters as ‘adam’ 07K refers 


to Adam Kadmon. 


‘Then the Messiah will come, with the help A ae “a eve tntive 
i i i lay and crush them ) Dan ; 
image on its feet (of iron and clay ae cetore 
d chapter of the book of Daniel). Inis 
Sep critin coniten in the three worlds of Creation, 
to the Shells (klippot) that are present in the s 
i ik ” (kli f the shattered vessels, 

tion, and Action. (The “shells (klippot) o re ; 

ke fell down into the lower worlds, are the cause of evil in the world, 


but the Messiah will crush them).”°"* 


‘The task of the preparation for the Messianic era in the ae tear 
is to reunite the scattered sparks of light and thus to redeem the light, 
redeem even the Godhead from the “shells. 


ntroduction to the Kabbalah of Isaac Luria. The Palace of 


oe the oe duction by Donald Wilder Menzi and Zwe Padeh. Op. cit., 


Adam Kadmon. Translated and with an intro 
pp. 106-107. 
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In this framework we can understand that nobody is perfect, not even the 
Messiah. That is why for some Sabbetai Zevi was attractive, as Professor 
Scholem writes: 


He (Shabbetai Zevi) was understood by his followers as a Messiah, who was 
sent to gather the sparks from among the other nations and thus to help to 
bring about the new era (Messianic time). He could accomplish his mission 
only when he goes among the nations, and lives their life and “will be 
buried among the wicked” (Professor Scholem makes an allusion to this: 


They made his grave with the wicked and his tomb with the rich Isaiah, 
53:9 a). In doing this he no way negates his mission and the mission of 
Judaism, but only by doing it does he accomplish it. Cardoso and the 
sabbatian theory predominantly saw in Shabbetai Zewi the suffering 
Messiah, who ~ as is prophesied by Isaiah, chapter 53 - overcomes the sin 
in the very midst of the crisis of sin, which “pierces him through.” Yes, 

not only his elevated mission compels him to apostasy and to “strange 
deeds,” but also the sins of Israel: also these sins drive him out in an eerie 
(uncanny) causality in the powers of sin among the nations. But (according 
to Cardoso) we, the others, while we are not the Messiah, should not 
imitate this sin. This higher law of redemption, according to which the 
Messiah sets out on his journey and according to which he acts, is different 
from our standards of ethics. His doing is not an example - on the contrary, 
and here we can see how Sabbatianism is immersed in its Marrano origins 
(Marranos were the Jews from Spain and Portugal. They were forced to 
accept Christianity from the fifteenth century onwards under the threat 
of death or persecution) - the acts of the Messiah are an offence for Israel. 
Cardoso presented this unparalleled dialectic theory which deeply moved 
the Jewish consciousness to the Jews. His interpretation of this theory 

was that this sort of messianic idea is already present in older sources of 
Judaism, mostly in the Zohar. From the dark kabbalistic ideas, which flew 
together in the mainstream of the mystical language, without opening its 
innermost being, there develops suddenly a Jewish terminology which 
goes against the Law. No Christian missionary would be able to develop the 
paradox of redemption in Jewish terms. In the personality of the Messiah 
were present both, not only the perfection of reason which was driven 

to the highest point, but also the paradox of the offence. Cardoso bitterly 
fought against those followers of the sect in Thessalonica who converted 

to Islam because they wanted in the naivety of their spirit to be led by the 
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example of the Messiah. Later these followers sought redemption in the 
\)Snmeh - sect.”°?? 
We should in no way see the ‘fulfillment’ or ‘incarnation of the heapenan 
idea in the Lurianic Kabbalah in Shabbetai Zevi ae at ee ei nee 
i i i Because of him the w ale 
Shabbatai Zevi was an outrage indeed. 
was looked upon with suspicion that it leads astray to frenzy a Sie 
| mentioned Zevi because Professor Scholem named one boo a ia : 
the Mystical Messiah.”*”° But I personally think that ae hi CL ‘eo 
i bandoned Judaism.™' Sabbatia 
outrage to Judaism, that many Jews at am Hal i 
istory and unfortunately 
lias been a source of embarrassment in Jewis 1 his He 
profeedor Scholem has been attacked for delving into this tragedy. 4 i my 
opinion this accusation is absolutely not true because ie Scholem 
speaks about “the bleak tombstone of the Sabbatianism. 


i Zevi ic depressions. But the 
in fact Shabbetai Zevi suffered probably from manic 
( ' oun which lies in the hand of the people who profane Kabbalah like 


him, is enormous. 


But the model of the Lurianic Kabbalah and oe the mere om ce 
i is i inion the only theory in the framework ot jews! 
philosophy is in my opinion t Harkeomaberminrne® | 3/0 
shilosophy which enables us to understand why 
he ome In this Kabbalah, God created man because he err to relate 
to man, he was in want of us and only with us and our good deeds can 


redemption be achieved. 


2. Judaism and modern mythology. 


In all their difficult days, the Jews believed in the coming of the Ngee 
even if, unfortunately, there were some who lost this hope in ea i 
salvation In the time when the Temple stood, the ashes of the red heife 


were destined to purify uncleanness: 


im Li 9-147, 1 

“9 Gerschom Scholem, Die Theologie des Sabbatianismus tm Lichte Abraham Cardosos, pp. 11 i 
Gerschom Scholem, Judaica I. Frankfurt 1986. Op. cit., pp. ples meen He 
“2 Gerschom Scholem, Shabbetai Sevi. Princeton 1976: Princeton nivers y cot hte 
“1 Gerschom Scholem, The Crypto-Jewish Sect of the Dénmeh (Sabbatians) in Turkey, pp. 

; , The Messianic Idea inJudaism.Op.cit. = k } my 
ios pee = per Zevi and the Sabbatian movement during his life.(Hebt ew) pike ( al mn se =, 

2 a ne Scholem, The Dreams of R. Mordecai Ashkenazi, a Follower of Shabbetai Zevi 

023 Ger: " i 


Tel Aviv 1938. Schocken, p. 3. 
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“The rite of the Red Cow, found among the Priestly regulations of the 
Pentateuch, is unique in the Old Testament. The legislation in Num 
19:2-10, presented in terms of a revelation to Moses and Aaron, prescribes 
that the Israelites provide a perfect, unblemished red cow which has not 
been agriculturally worked. The cow is given to Eleazar, a priest, and 
Aaron's son who is next in line to become high priest, who takes it outside 
the camp. An anonymous slaughterer kills the animal under Eleazar’s 
supervision. Eleazar then takes some of the blood and sprinkles it seven 
times in the direction of the front of the tent of meeting. An anonymous 
person, probably the same person who did the slaughtering, then burns the 
entire cow under Eleazar‘s supervision. While this is being done the priest 
throws cedar wood, hyssop, and scarlet thread into the fire. Finally, a pure 
person (this is someone other than the priest and the slaughterer/burner, 
since these are now impure) then gathers the resulting ashes and stores 
them in a pure place outside the camp. 


...One of the most striking things about the rite of the Red Cow and 

the ashes is that while they lead to the purification of those polluted by 

a corpse, they pollute pure people who participate in the preparing of 

the ashes or who touch the ashes or the water for purgation. The priest 
who supervises the burning of the cow is impure for one day and needs to 
launder and bathe. The one who burns the cow and the one who gathers 
its ashes are similarly impure. One who sprinkles the water for purgation 
or one who otherwise touches it becomes impure for one day (v 21). This 
paradox is explained by the character of the Red Cow rite as a sin. The 
purpose of other sacrifices for sin is to purify; their blood is applied to 
various sancta in order to remove impurity from those sancta...Later 
Jewish tradition devoted two tractates of the Mishnah to the issue of this 
ritual (Para, Oholot).”®4 


The issue of the Red Cow had many interpretations in the Jewish, 
Christian and Moslem traditions. Rashi*s explanation is that if ever 

the Jews would not worship the Golden Calf, they would be eternal and 
not die. Subsequently, the contact with the deceased person makes the 
others unclean to the point that “Orthodox rabbis of priestly descent 

will stand outside at the open door when officiating at funeral services 
held in a mortuary chapel but are generally able to go to the internment 
because the graves are in the open. The old custom of whitewashing graves 


David P. Wright, Heifer, Red. In: David Noel Freedman (editor), The Anchor Bible Dictionary. New 
York 1997: Doubleday. CD-Rom edition. See under “Heifer, Red,” - passim. 
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probably served to call attention to them so they would not be accidentally 
jouched,”65 


Also the Midrashic tradition concentrated on the issue of the Red Cow: 
“though the rite of the red heifer may in some ways resemble the mixing of 
medicines, it has no human origin but is divine, established by a decree of 
God which must be obeyed without cavil. Differing with this significance of 
(he rite, another commentator sees the red heifer as a symbolic expiation 
(or Israel's misdeeds in regard to the golden calf. 


Other commentators, by means of allegorical interpretation, see in the rites 
of the red heifer a prefiguring of Israel's experience in Egypt, Babylon, | 
Media, Greece and Rome and a prefiguring of Rome's ultimate destruction. 
still others see Israel unruly as a heifer and so punished and exiled, but, 
(inally, through the merit of Israel's devout men, delivered, cleansed by 
God Himself, and restored to Jerusalem. There, in the time-to-come, God, 
dispensing with the red heifer, will cleanse Israel of their sins.” °6 


\t is quite important to know that myth is not only some sort of 
\uperstition, it is not “a widely held but false notion, ra but rather 

') traditional narrative involving supernatural or imaginary persons and 
often embodying popular ideas on natural or social phenomena. ee 


(he “original meaning of the Greek word mythos is ‘word in its definitive 
expression. Mythos is the true word asa fact of the matter, the word of the 


iruth, of the event which really happened.” 


(he revival of the myth is present also in Judaism. It was especially strong 
in Hassidism. The myth does not want to teach. It wants to lead us back 

\o paradise. I wrote now at length about the red significance of the red 
cow. Lwould now like to translate from Hebrew one Hassidic myth about 


a ‘pious cow”: 


i : i tioned. 
Jerome Bible Commentary on Matthew 23:7, where the custom is men ido 
Pesikta de R- Kahana, translated by W.G. Braude and IJ. Kapstein. Philadelphia 1975: Jewish 
Publication Society, p. 58. pate 
; Oxford nee Edited by Jonathan Metcalf. Oxford and New York 1999: Oxford University 
Ppess and Dorling Kindersley Limited. See under: “Myth.” p. 541. 


\bid, see under “Myth,” p. 541. ‘ine raves 
GI anczowski ceed VH.Elbern, Mythos, pp. 748-754. In: Lexikon fiir Theologie und Kin he 


i veiburg 1986: Herder. Volume VIL, p. 746. 


Reflections on Jewish Mysticism 


oa“ 


‘There was once a pious man who had one cow, and with her he ploughed 


all six working days. When the Sabbath approached, he and his cow wanted 


to refresh themselves according to the word of the Lord which he ordered 
to Moses, His servant. 


But soon came a day, when this pious man became very poor and he was 
forced to sell everything which he had, including the cow to a man who 
was not a Jew. He did not observe the commandments. The new owner of 
the cow wanted the cow to work every day. And when the Sabbath day 
arrived, the cow lay down and did not want to profane the holy day. And 
the new owner became very angry at her and started to beat her with rods 
but the cow did not obey him. He came to the cow’s former owner, and told 
him, “you cheated me, because you sold me a lazy cow.” But the Jew who 
sold him the cow told him all about the cow and about the commandment 
which Moses received from God, and that the Torah was ordered to the 
Jews by Moses and there are the words: “Six days you will work and the 
seventh day you will rest from your work.” This pagan screamed: “Even the 
cattle of Israel know the will of the Creator by itself, but the neighbor does 
not know this will. He immediately deposited all what he had, went to the 
synagogue and told the Jews: “I want to convert to Judaism.”*° 


Most probably this story never happened. But the aim of the story is 

to encourage the Jews to keep the commandments and the non-Jews to 
convert to Judaism, because Israel was scattered among the nations in 
order to gain the righteous among them and thus reunite the divine sparks. 


The law of the Red Heifer is beyond human understanding. We limited 
human beings cannot comprehend the decree of the Infinite God, said 
Maimonides. 


Thus a story is told in the Talmud: 


““A heathen said to Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai: “The things you Jews do 
appear to be a kind of sorcery. A heifer is brought, is burned up, and is 
pounded [into ashes] and its ashes are gathered up. Then, when one of you 
gets defiled by contact with a corpse, two or three drops of water mixed 
with these ashes are sprinkled upon him, and he is told, ‘You are now 
cleansed)’ 


8° Micha Yosef Berdyczewski, Selection from the Treasure of Israel‘ s Narration. (Hebrew) Tel Aviv 
1938: Dvir, pp. 80-81. 
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tabban Yohanan asked the heathen, “Has the spirit of madness ever 
possessed you?” He replied, “No.” Have you ever seen anyone possessed 
by the spirit of madness?” The heathen replied, “Yes.” “And have you seen 
what you people do to the man?” “Roots are brought, they are made to 
snoke under him, and water is splashed on him, until the spirit flees.” 


abban Yohanan then said, “Do not your ears hear what your mouth is 
iaying? A man defiled is like a man possessed by a spirit. This spirit is 

| spirit of uncleanness. When the water of lustration is splashed on it, it 
| lees.” 


After the heathen left, Rabban Yohanan’s disciples said, “Our master, you 
thrust off that heathen with a mere reed of an answer, but what reply will 
you give to us?” 


kabban Yohanan answered, “As you live, the corpse does not defile, nor 
does the [mixture of ashes and] water cleanse. The truth is that the rite of 
ihe Red Heifer is a decree of the King who is King of kings. The holy One 
said: [have set down a statute, I have issued a decree. You are not permitted 
io transgress My decree. “This is a statute of the Torah.” [Num. 19:2]’”*! 


\t is quite important to stress that the Jews do not observe the 
commandments because they are reasonable (even if many of them are), 
but because they were ordered by God. Thus the Red Heifer is connected 
with the Messianic time. In Jerusalem there is the “Temple Institute, an 
organization dedicated to preparing the reconstruction of a Third Temple 
in Jerusalem. It has been attempting to identify Red Heifer candidates 
consistent with the requirements of Numbers 19:1-22 and Mishnah 
l'ractate Parah.”®? 


liven some Christians believe that the second coming of Christ will not 
happen until the Third Temple in Jerusalem will be rebuilt. The original 
Christian interpretation of the Red Heifer is to be found in the “Most 
jewish” writing of the New Testament: 


Vor the bodies of those animals whose blood is brought into the sanctuary 
by the high priest as a sacrifice for sin are burnt outside the camp. 
‘therefore Jesus also suffered outside the city gate in order to sanctify the 


' Hayim Nahman Bialik and Yehoshua Hana Ravnitzky, The Book of Legends SEFER HA-AGGADAI! 
l'ranslated from the Hebrew by William Braude. New York 1992: Schocken Books, pp, 459° 460 
' http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Red_Heifer 4 pages, p. 3. 
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people by his own blood. Let us then go to him outside the camp and bear 
the abuse he endured. For here we have no lasting city, but we are looking 
for the city that is to come.” 

Hebrews 13: 11-14 


Also the second daughter-religion of Judaism, Islam, speaks about this 
cow, which, according to the Koran, Sura 2:67, should be offered to Allah, 
whereas in 2:68 the Moslems ask Allah for clarity to find this cow. In 2:68 
they are told that the cow should be yellow and have a [vivid or keen] skin. 
This cow has according to Surah 2:73 a miraculous power, because when 
somebody who was murdered is hit by a “piece of this cow,” Allah brings 
him back to life.® 


Whereas Christians identify the Red Heifer with the sacrifice of Jesus, and 
for the Moslems the cow is yellow and has mysterious powers, for the Jews 
the Red Heifer always was a symbol of purification. Berdyczewski speaks 
about Jews, “who sought Red Heifer, and could not find it. But later they 
saw that a pagan from Canaan has this cow among its cattle. They came to 
the pagan and told him, “sell us this cow.” The pagan answered, “pay what 
it costs and take it.” The Israelites asked, “how much is it, three or four gold 
coins? We will give you with joy the money.” And they went to bring the 
money. But now the pagan understood why they needed the cow. When the 
Jews came back, he told them, “I rather keep my cow, I don*t want to sell 
it.” The Israelites asked, “Would you like to raise the price? We will give 
you whatever you wish.” The villain raised the price higher and higher, the 
more he saw that the cow is very important for the Jews. They told him: 
“We will give you ten or twenty golden pieces.” And they were ready to go 
as high as to pay a hundred golden coins for it, but the pagan still refused 
to sell the animal. The Jewish man told him that they would give him the 
other day a hundred golden pieces but the villain told his neighbors, “come 
and see how I am going to dupe the Jews. They want to have the cow for any 
price, but why? Because the cow never bore a yoke. So, Iam going to give it 
the yoke and will thus mock the Jews and also get the money. 


And he did as he said. The cow had to bear a heavy yoke the whole night... 
when you put the yoke to the cow, its eyes are dull, anxious and cross-eyed, 
because they see all the time the yoke. 


°° Koran, bilingual Arabic-German edition. Translated by Scheich ‘Abdullah as-Samit Frank 
Bubenheim and Dr. Nadeem Elyas. Medina 2004, pp. 11-12. 
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When the Israelites came to bring the cow, they held out to the pagan 

| hand full of gold. When however he took away the yoke from the animal, 
(he buyers saw the animal which suffered so much with dull eyes. Then 
‘hey told the pagan: “Keep your cow for yourself, we no longer need it. 
Viake fun of your mother but do not mock us. When the pagan saw that he 
\\ad done very badly and that he would not receive a single golden piece, his 
south, which a short while ago mocked the Jews, started to speak: Blessed 
he the nation, whom God has chosen.” And he came back to his house, 

(ook a rope and hanged himself. And so will perish all those who hate the 


2 
Lord.””°** 


(he main issue in the Red Heifer is the spiritual cleansing before the 

oming of the Messiah. The Jewish nation and the whole of humankind has 
\o purify and cleanse itself, because our journey was too long and the spirit 
of uncleanness rested with us: 


According to the Mishnah, the ceremony of the burning of the Red Heifer 
itself took place on the Mount of Olives. A pure priest slaughtered the 
|\eifer, and totally sprinkled its blood in the direction of the Temple seven 
‘\imes. The Red Heifer was then burnt on a pyre, together with crimson - 
dyed wool, hyssop, and cedar wood. In recent years, the site of the burning 
of the Red Heifer on the Mount of Olives has been tentatively located by 

irchaeologist Yonathan Adler.”** 


in Talmudic times the Red Heifer was highly esteemed. Again, the main 
purpose was purification. Whereas in the story which I quoted from 
\\erdyczewski the pagan wanted to cheat the Jews, there isa different story 
{vom the Babylonian Talmud, where on the contrary the pagan has high 
ethics: “When R. Ulla was asked, “How far should honoring one’s father 
ind mother extend?” he replied, “Go and see what a certain heathen named 
ama ben Netinah did for his father in Ashkelon. Once, the sages sought 
ome merchandise from him involving a profit to him of sixty myriads of 
wold denars. But the key to where the merchandise was kept was under his 
sleeping] father’s pillow, and he would not disturb him. 


lt. Judah said in the name of Samuel: When R. Eliezer was asked, “H ow 
ur should honoring one*s father and mother extend? He replied, Go al id 
ce what a certain heathen named Dama ben Netinah did for his father in 


Der Born Judas. Marchen und Geschichten gesammelt von Micha Josef Bin Gorion, Berlin 1934; 


ichocken Books, pp. 293-295. ; 
littp://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Red_Heifer 
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Ashkelon. Once, the sages sought some precious stones from him for the 
ephod at a profit to him of sixty myriads [of gold denars]. But the key to 
where the stones were kept was under his [sleeping] father’s pillow and he 
would not disturb him.” 


The following year, however, the Holy One gave him his reward. A red 
heifer was born to him in his herd. When the sages of Israel visited him 
[intending to buy it], he said to them, “I know about you. Even ifI were to 
ask all the money in the world, you would pay me. But all I ask of you is the 
amount I lost because I lost my father.” 


R. Hanina said: If one who is not commanded [to honor his parents] and 
nevertheless does is rewarded thus, how much more by far one who is 
commanded and does so.’”®¢ 


This story points to the fact that the precious Red Heifer was born to 

the pagan who honored his father. This means that the whole world 

will participate in the Messianic event. The main issue will be peace in 
the world and the establishment of the Jewish people in the Holy Land 
peacefully, without wars and strife which we see now. Even the Christian 
Messiah, Jesus, was of Jewish descent. The religious Jews, and also a lot of 
non-religious Jews unlike Shlomo Hanoch, believe in the coming of the 
Messiah. This fact, when it will be accomplished, will give peace and joy to 
the Jewish nation and to all nations and to all people of the world. 


3. Zionism, neo-Hassidism and the Messianic idea in modernity 


In an essay that clarifies the cultural crisis of western civilization in the 
middle of the Twentieth Century Henry A. Murray wrote: 


“Myth may be most effective when it provides more than what is 
necessary in the way of an historical and contemporary perspective ~ say, 
a description of relevant antecedent events, of the current crisis, and of 
the desired outcome - to give meaning, significance, and urgency to some 
individual or social endeavor.”®’ 


686 Hayiim Nahman Bialik and Yehoshua Hana Ravnitzky, The Book of Legends. SEFER HA-AGGADAH. 
Op. cit., p. 639. 

67 HA, Murray, “The Possible Nature of a ‘Mythology’ to Come.” In: Myth and Mythmaking, edit. by H.A. 
Murray, pp. 300-353. Boston 1968, p. 337. 
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‘ere is however a great difference between the myths of the sae ike ine 
ultures neighboring the biblical Israel and the biblical religion: “Cen 
‘is whole discussion is the phenomenon of myth, which was presumed to 
svarka caesura between the cosmic religions of Near-Eastern polytheism 
vid the covenantal nomism of ancient Israelite monotheism. peace Q 
ihere is arguably a fundamental difference between religions i Ww - the 
personal powers for gods of nature and the celestial order are formed an 
emerge) from a common substance, which ritual behavior tries a3 ‘is 
utilize, and a religion that radically differentiates one true God from ‘ 
jatural or cosmic order, which He has formed and brought into being an 
‘» whom alone human obedience is due and whose revealed law contains 
(he only valid ritual prescriptions.”** 


Whereas the messianic idea in Judaism contains elements of utopia, this 
lea was revived by modern Hassidism around Baal Shem. 


in the homage of this great man we can read: 


(he Hassidic legend... came to life in narrow streets and small, musty 
rooms, passing from awkward lips to the ears of anxious listeners. ee 
\ stammer gave birth to it and a stammer bore it onward - from generatio 


io generation. 


| have received it from folk-books, from note -books and pamphlets, ne 
\imes also from a living mouth, from the mouth of people still living w a , 
oven in their lifetime heard this stammer. [have received it and have . i 
‘ew... as one who was born later. I bear in me the blood and spirit of t ea 
who created it, and out of my blood and spirit it has become new. I stand in 
the chain of narrators, a link between links; I tell once again the ian stories, 
and they sound new, it is because the new already lay dormant in them 
when they were told for the first time.”©” 


this story telling contains in itself a sort of myth. 


A certain truth appropriate to a cultural crisis in modernity could aaa 
be expressed in mythical works of art. Many artists use this came ae ey 
reconstruct in a certain way the mythical world of the past as a mode or 


Michael Fishbane, Biblical Myth And Rabbinical Mythmaking. New York and Oxford 2003: Oxford 


University Press, pp. 31-32 
” Martin Buber, The Legend of the Baal - Shem, 


Hooks, p. 10. 


trans. Maurice Friedman. New York 1995: Schocken 
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a sort of cultural revolution. Rather than revolution ina political sense, 
this is a revolution of values. Thus one can find for example in the romanti 
literature, as Murray has suggested, “a description of relevant antecedent 
events, of the current crisis, and of the desired outcome.” 


The myth is present even in the modern Hebrew Literature. 


The European Hebrew writer Micha Yosef Berdyczewski ( 1865-1921) 
was well aware of the political and cultural crisis facing Eastern European 
Jewish Communities in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
At the turn of the century, he believed that he had found a certain sort of 
model for the natural values of the Jewish nation ina relatively recent 
Jewish movement, Hassidism. 


Maybe it would be useful to say something about the historic emergence of 
Hassidism: 


“We can get an idea of some of the outstanding individuals within these 
early Hassidic groups from what has been preserved in tradition. Some of 
them - for example, Rabbis Nahman Kosover, Nahman of Horodenka, and 
Leb Pistiner ~ were not only ecstatics in practice but also thinkers capable 
of expressing their views, at least by way of oral aphorisms. In sociological 
terms, these figures were members of the secondary intelligentsia of 
Jewish society: preachers, exhorters, and baalei shem (that is, practitioners 
of folk magic). Each became the focal point of the movement in his own 
region, and there was a tacit struggle anda degree of tension between them 
over the position of leadership within the movement as a whole. Rabbi 
Israel Baal Shem Tov (the BESHT) emerged victorious from this struggle, 
and it was owing to his intensely sensitive personality that the movement 
was channeled into a clearly defined course. 


The BESHT was a fervent mystic who at times through successful religious 
exaltation achieved a feeling of direct contact with the divine realm, almost 
completely freeing himself from the real world. Once he had become the 
central focus of the movement, he, his experiences, and his teachings 
became models for others. While he was still alive - and even more so 

after his death in 1760 - he became the orientation point and the source of 
authority for all those who joined the movement.” 


“° Jacob Katz, Tradition and Crisis. Jewish Society at the End of the Middle Ages. Translated and with 
an afterword by Bernard Don Cooperman. New York 1993: Schocken Books, p. 203. 
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One of the contemporaries of Micha Yosef Berdyczewsky, Asher oe eae 
Uinsberg, known under the name Ahad Ha'am (18 August 1856 - 2 January 


|92,7) was a very important Zionist. Unlike Herzl, the founder o pelnee 
ionism, Ha‘am was for “a Jewish state and not merely a state of Jews. 


oth thinkers and writers, Berdyczewski and Ahad Haam wane | 
vith the fall of the ghetto the situation for the Jews remains ae ematic. 
\erdyczewski saw a certain difficulty in Jewish life, as he wrote: 


We are torn to pieces. The one extreme forsakes the ri ree : 

ove i its best energies; the other } 
‘oves on to the alien world, offers up i : PT 

i i in its dark alleys, observing and keeping 
(hie pious group, still dwells in i ele. 
i d ones, those who steer the 
| has been commanded. The enlightene s, tl bps 
: i-occi in their life and thought, and Jew: 

-ourse, are two-faced: semi-occidental in the tan 
in ' heir synagogues. The vital forces are dissipated and the nation is falling 
into ruins.”62 
\had Ha‘am saw the misery of the Jewish people too: 


{1 the West, in lands of emancipation, their ais Lee ee 
i : ition i i ly bad, but the mora. 
iheir material condition is not particularly but 
stone They want to take full advantage of their rights, and ome 
long to become attached to the people of the country, and to : e Hol a é 
its social life, and they are kept at arm’s length; they strive a _ o ce 
brotherhood, and are met by looks of hatred and ee ee Bo 
i inferi their neighbors in a 

conscious that they are not inferior to theit 

or virtue, they have it continually thrown in their teeth that they ae ae 
inferior type, and are not fit to rise to the same level as the Aryans. 


643 
nore to the same effect. 


\ven if the Jews stretched out their hand to the western mn a oe 
ot shake the Jewish hand. They rejected the outstretched hani -For tl 
lirst time [the article was written in the year 1897] the word ‘Aryans, is 


| Ahad Ha‘am, The Jewish State and Jewish Problem. Translated from the a Be e rie A sire 
Philadelphia 1912: The Jewish Publication Society of America, raeeate Texts of Zionis 
(litt »://www,ewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/Zionism/haam2. tm! des cao amelie 
; Simei Halkin, Modern Hebrew Literature. From the Enlightenment to the 
jarael. New York 1970: Schocken Books, pp. 93-94. 
'' Ahad Ha‘am, The Jewish State and Jewish Problem. 
litp://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/Zionism 
People.12 pages, p. 2. 


/fhaam2html The Jewish State and Jewish 
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used, a word which soon became tragic for the Jewish existence in the 
whole Europe. 


The idea of Zionism is in a certain form of the Messianic idea in Judaism. 
But nowadays, Zionism is demonized not only by the Moslem brotherhood 
and other Islam fundamentalists. The present Israeli writer A.B. Yehoshua 
says about Zionism: 


“Recently there has been exaggerated, misleading and perhaps even 
harmful use of the concept of “Zionism.” The problem is prevalent both in 
Israel and outside the country; in the nationalist camp, the religious camp 
and the Labor movement; among liberal and ultra-nationalists; among 
Diaspora Jews as well as non-Jews; and mainly among Arabs. 


Therefore, to improve the public discourse about genuine and important 
problems and to do the utmost to limit the demonization of Israel, which 
is gradually spreading all over the world, specifically concerning this 
concept, I will try to formulate the concept of Zionism as objectively and 
logically as possible and to use it with maximum precision. And let’s 
not turn the concept into a kind of sauce that you pour over every dish, 
whether to improve its flavor or, alternatively, to make it disgusting. 


First of all, Zionism is not an ideology. Ideology, according to the Hebrew 
Encyclopedia, is defined as follows: a consolidated and systematic 
combination of ideas, understandings, principles and commandments 
expressing the unique worldview of a sect, party or social class. 


According to this quite clear definition, Zionism cannot and should not be 
considered an ideology. As Zionism is a common platform for various and 
even contradictory social and political ideologies, it therefore cannot be 
considered an independent ideology. 


Zionism hoped for one thing and promised one thing: to establish a state 
for the Jews. It kept its promise mainly, disastrously, through anti- 
Semitism. Zionism aspired only to establish a political framework - what 
would happen in the country and what its character would be, what sort of 
regime it would have and where its borders would be drawn, what its social 
values would be, how it would treat its national minorities. From the start, 
all of these issues and others were subject to dozens of interpretations and 
political and social viewpoints among the Jews who arrived in Palestine, 
and of course to developments and changes that take place in every human 
society. 
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After the Jewish state, namely the State of Israel, was ieee ae 
ihe only way in which the meaning of Zionism was mee big a ; an 
ihe principles of the Law of Return. In other words, aside from e ie 
(he State of Israel is controlled and run by every citizen with an aif i ui 
card, through its legislature, it is still open to any Jew who wants to beco 


citizen. 


Such a law of return exists today in several countries, oe rae : 
ind Germany. Hopefully a similar law of return will also soon be a ‘ u 

in the Palestinian state to be established alongside us. And just as et 

will not be a racist law in the Palestinian state, by the same token s e law 
is not racist in Israel either. When the nations of the world decided in : 
1947 on the establishment of a Jewish state, they did not tear Su se to) 
Palestine for only the 600,000 Jews living there at that time, they di ie 
with the assumption that this state had to provide refuge for any Jew 


:o desired.”&44 


lere we can see that it was anti-Semitism which actually was the engine of 
Zionism. While the Jews were persecuted in Europe, especially in ae 
(\urope, those who managed to reach the shores of Great Britain or se 
1efore the coming of Nazism, were saved. If ever Great Britain ee on 
issue the “White Paper,” in which it reduced the parca to he e sil 
o only 400,000 per year and the State of Israel would exist a. i yi i ak 
he second World War, the Jews could escape to this state, but this state 


created only in the year 1948. 


‘ven if A.B. Yehoshua mentioned that Zionism is pomaaairiae  : are 
also religious Zionists who believe that the State of Israel is the slau 
of redemption. One of the leading personalities of Religious Zionism He 
Aharon David Gordon (1856-1922). He came to Palestine in the ict it 
He was living in Russia before, where he was head of a large et oi 
farm. From 1904 till his death he worked as an agricultural wi eran ioe 
some time later he succeeded in bringing his whole family to Pa sacri i 
worked at the beginning of his life in Petah Tikva, later in an sci i a 
project in Galilee, which later developed into the first ae ‘4 sii 

one of the few Zionists who believed in God. For him, life was felt as 


ih 7645 
“abundance from on high, 


ioni i i shoshua, Zionien 
ad http://www.haaretz.com/print-edition/opinion/zionism-is-not-an-ide... A.B. Yehoshua, Zion 


‘ . ce Dade } ant Yi 
ot pil oranda (Hebrew) Tel Aviv 1926: The Central Committee of the Ha Poel Ia 


Zair, Volume III p. 216. 
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In his essay, Some Observations, he points out two alternatives which face 
the Jewish community in Palestine. Either to continue the life in exile, 
which he calls, “practical way of the wise continuing of the exile (this 

is connected with the short-sighted practical wisdom) or the second 


which, according to Gordon, leads towards the “true life of national 
renaissance. ”®6 


Some literary critics say that his look on life is similar to Tolstoy - the 
return towards nature. According to Gordon, man isa full human being 
only through direct contact with the immense energy of nature. Thus, he 
says, the existence of the Jews in exile was bad not only because the Jewish 
people lost its homeland, but according to him the Jewish people also lost 
the physical work and was ousted to do business and trades. The national 
renaissance thus has to be accomplished in the return of the Jewish nation 
to itself in the land of Israel. Thus he “understood the Zionist movement 
not only as a political revolution, but also as a socio-economical and 


psychological revolution, without which the political revolution would be 
empty and would not make any sense.”*” 


It is however quite important to stress that the attraction with which 
the Holy Land gathered her daughters and sons is not something that is 
completely new and started only in the 20th century. Both in the biblical 
time and in the exilic time the Jews longed for their homeland. The 


contemporary of Gordon, the poetess Rachel praises the land among othiey 
poems by her love for it. 


Sea of Galilee 
oat nus 


-!02 92) Pa owin .71713 7 Oe 
89 00780 NN 
NIOF POA O3 NIT} NV 
TST NOD NWI 


There are the Golan mountains, stretch out your hand and touch them, 
In confident silence there you order: stop for a moment 


© A.D. Gordon, Some Observations. In: Zionist Idea of Arthur Hertzberg. New York 1969: p, 4’! 

*” Shlomo Avineri, The Making of Modern Zionism. (Czech translation) Translated from [nylinli by 
Jana Fratikova. Prague 2001:Sefer. Page 154. 

“8 Rachel ~ Songs, Letters, Notes, Threads of her Life. Edited by Uri Milstein.(Hebrew) ‘Ie! Aviv 1). 
Hebrew Rights 1985 by Zmora, Bitan Publishers p. 162 
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And the coolness is blowing from its white top. 


nny Yew 9pt we on yan 2 ow 
aay pins YpTa Aw TN 
nap a2) nun? wraw 

pow qwown 


i - ith a lowly top, 

There, on the sea-shore, there is a palm tree wit 
This palm-tree has disheveled hair, like a child that behaves 
mischievously. 
It overflows below to the waters of Genesareth, 
Where it paddles its feet. 


qian 2y Ama on 1ay 1 

oD727 ond) M737 OF 
ea py Ts yaw - ow" 
oval yon 779n oyaw °D 


iiow many became the winter flowers [either in bundles or in bunches] 
The blood of the anemone [windflower] and the gold of the Se 
even times greener than 
(here are days when the green herbs become s g Salas 


Seventy times more azure blue than the sky above 


Jw FPANT WIN 7D 02 
-oor maw? 220 mm 
mow YD1NT ,72 732? 2D1NN 
Po-yI TON 


Even if I will suffer and walk with bent head, 
And your heart will wander on different ruins, 
Could I betray you, could I forget you, 

Love of my youth? 


/ ven if we could not say that Rachel was explicitly religious, there ‘ 
_ ertain sort of devotion for the Holy Land, especially for the Sea o 
- alllee. This sea has a connotation with the Messianic time: 


ilee li i ich are very tasty. 
i) the Sea of Galilee live many kinds of fish, some of whic 
iti said that the Leviathan, the gigantic whale which is to be prepared in 
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Paradise for the repast of the ri i 
ghteous, will taste like the fish i 
Galilee, or the Sea of Tiberias, as the ancients called it cme 


In the time to come, “The Almighty, blessed be He, will remove the skin of 


“And,” continues the legend, “those wh j 

, o have faithfully fulfilled M 
and commandments shall come and eat of its head iors eh une lle ve 
head of the fish in the Sea of Tiberias.” i 


Kos sia is connected with the Messianic defeat of the Leviathan. In m 
pinion, Zionism is a certain form of the messianic idea in Judaism. 


H , ‘ 
3 qh ein see that the longing for Zion was very intensive in modernity. 
ct, it was a longing which animated the whole of Jewish history. 


But at the end of the ninet i 
eenth and in the twenti i 
in the form of a movement, Zionism. i ee “ae 


Whereas Ahad Ha‘am was a cultural Zionist, Berdichevsky could not 

acer his positions. Whereas Ahad Ha‘am seeks the great Jewish past to 

mes me aca in both the land of Israel and in the Diaspora, Berdichevsk 
emently rejects this sort of Jewish Renaissance. Whereas Ahad Ha‘am | 


pledges for the Jewish ethi i i i 
che elas Nd ethics, Berdichevsky questions the existence of this 


a 


: ae biel Ce question the existence of a special Jewish ethic, which he 
rain-spun invention, he is even more violent in hi 
on what he calls the “abstract spirituality” veep anadeean 
irituality” which he feels Ah i 
foists upon Jewry. “ : relaeb adres 
y. We are told,” he says, ‘preser daism,’ whi 
“We are Jews, and no more!” Y ae Hi meri Nera 
!” You [Ahad Haamists] have ch. i 
and prepossessing Judaism, by di i cay eke ania" 
, by dint of which we pr bly exi 
by dint of which onl ere neni 
y we are allowed to exist; but we don i 
ea i ot need the ki 
of existence whose merit is the cultivation of a sublime system of law q 


and life. The Jewish people is a vi 
: ple is a vital event, not th i 
circumscribed abstract world.”’&° Be Ppa hia 


°° Pesikta de-Rab Kahana (ed. Bub i 
RA ta (ed. Buber), p. 188b. In: Zev Vilnay, Legends of Galilee, Jordan and Sinai. Op. 


6° Simon Halkin, Modern Heb i 
‘ rew Literature. F. i i 
Sale Neus MBG A990! Senter Booked rom the Enlightenment to the Birth of the State of 
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\n a different section, Berdichevsky describes Ahad Ha‘am in the following 


words: 


“Ahad Ha‘am forms part of the writers among those who do not create from 
their own innermost soul. Among the thinkers and philosophers we could 
describe him in the best way as someone who observes life in the world, 
whereas in the domain of human society he can be described as a writer 


who has a sensible soul. 


if someone says that the nature of the creative writer is the fact that he 
gathers the insight of the primeval world in his soul, and he specifies and 
yearns to express this in some form, in no way [another version ~ it is 
impossible] he finds this by Ahad Ha‘am. He himself considers this fact 
to be an advantage. Ahad Ha‘am is not sitting upon the stones which we 
would have to build. He comes to the stones that are already prepared. 
He does not beget thoughts, because when he contemplates the thoughts, 
he already sees the whole thing, if it is good or bad, if this thing is worth 
considering, or rather is a loss. He does not want desire to uproot that 
which was planted, but he wants to remove the thorns and the briers which 
are around that which was planted and which would stop his greatness. 
He also will take in his hand the plough to lay waste the ground here and 


there.” 


Both authors, Berdichevsky and Ahad Ha‘am, were two great Jewish spirits 
at the turn of the 20th century. Ahad Haam not only very often traveled 

to Palestine but in the year 1908, following a trip to Palestine, he moved 

to London. He settled in Tel Aviv in early 1922 and died there in 1927. His 
tomb is at the Trumpeldor cemetery in Tel Aviv. 


Berdichevsky was a rather romantic soul. He expressed his romanticism 
mainly in the idea of the return of the Jewish nation to Hassidism. In his 
book, orton naw?1-[Nishmat Hasidim] - “The Soul of Hassidism,” which 
was first published in 1899, and in the modern state of Israel Dan Almagor 
and Samuel Fishman republished the book in the year 1970. He does not 


conceal his longing for Hassidism: 


61 Micha Yosef Berdichevsky, Essays: Thoughts and Instructions. (Hebrew) Leipzig 1922 p. 14. 
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“Therefore, Ilook longingly to the beautiful period of the days of Hassidism, 
for in that period I find life lived from the depths of the heart, poetic and 
lofty life. I see in it for the first time a life of Life.” 


On the other hand, Ahad Ha‘am was the first philosopher of Zionism. He 
not only perfectly understood the theories of the great philosophers but he 
was able to express in his own words the philosophy of Zionism. He also 
knew perfectly the traditional Jewish education and especially the Talmud; 
although he wrote in Hebrew, he also knew Yiddish, and he obtained his 
secular knowledge through his own determination. 


In 1912 and 1913 there was a great controversy “between the German 
members of the Directorate and the other members over the question of the 
language of instruction. When the German members forced their view that 


the language should be German, he resigned with the two representatives 
of Russian Jewry.”®3 


Unlike Berdichevsky, Ahad Ha‘am did not see the necessity of returning to 
Hassidism, but nevertheless he was very important even for the Rabbis: 


“I well remember the first meeting which took place in 1910 between 
Ahad Ha‘am and Dr. Schechter, the supreme Rabbinical Scholar, who was 
at that time the President of the Jewish Theological Seminary in New York. 
That meeting is significant for the veneration which Ahad Ha‘am inspired. 
The two masters of Jewish thought had never come together, and never, 

I believe, corresponded. When I met Dr. Schechter at Liverpool on his 
arrival from America, his first question was whether Ahad Ha‘am was in 
London. And having heard he was there, he refused to do anything, even 
to deposit his baggage in London, till he had been to see him. Of them it 
may be said that they were twin souls, “except in opinion not disagreeing”, 
united in an intense conviction to preserve Judaism and the spirit of the 
Jewish people, and to develop its culture in the future in union with its 
past. They were contrasted as were Carlyle and Mill, the one full of fire, the 
other full of reason; or, as Dante contrasts to Plato and Aristotle: one the 
master of those who think, and the other, the master of those who know.”&4 


ene NISHMAT HASIDIM, page 11 - in David C. Jacobson, The Recovery of Myth: M. Y. Berdyczewski and 
Hassidism pp. 119-131. In: Hebrew Annual Review. 1978. Volume 2, p. 122. 

°°8 N. de M. Bentwich, Ahad Ha‘am and his Philosophy. Jerusalem 1927: KEREN HA YESOD (Palestine 
Foundation Fond) and the KEREN KAYEMETH LE-ISRAEL, p. 6. 

64 N. de M. Bentwich, Ahad Ha‘am and his Philosophy. Op. cit., pp. 6-7. 
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The vital and central idea for Ahad Ha‘am was that the Jews live in the land 
of Israel: 


“There is no doubt that, even when the Jewish State is established, the 
Jews will be able to settle in it only little by little, the determining factors 
being the resources of the people themselves and the degree of economic 
development reached by the country.”*° 


In the beginning of Zionism the Rabbis were very much against this idea, 
because they believed that the Jews will be gathered in the State of Israel 
by the Messiah. This is called in Hebrew nvr73 y12?P -(the in-gathering 
of exiles). But Ahad Ha‘am did not share the idea that the fact that the Jews 
will live in Palestine will be this sort of in-gathering: 


“Truth is bitter, but with all its bitterness it is better than illusion. We 

must confess to ourselves, that the ““ingathering of the exiles” is just 
unattainable by natural means. We may, by natural means, establish 

a Jewish State one day, and the Jews may increase and multiply in it until 
the country will hold no more: but even the greater part of the people will 
remain scattered in strange lands. “To gather our scattered ones from the 
four corners of the earth” (in the words of the Prayer Book) is impossible. 
Only religion, with its belief in a miraculous redemption, can promise that 
consummation.”°¢ 


Berdichewski on the other hand saw the danger when the Jews were freed 
from the ghetto and easily assimilated. This process led for many Jews to 
the loss of their identity. Berdichewski, who lived at the turn of the 20" 
century spent the end of his life in Germany. Already in the eighteenth 
century the assimilation was immense: 


“As early as 1790 the communal leaders of Berlin complained that many 
who inherited a fortune from their parents and could have materially 
assisted the community had gone over to Christianity, thus depriving the 
community of potential supporters. Complaints ofa similar nature are 
heard later as well. Friedlander, in his open letter to Teller, tells of the 
embitterment of Berlin Jewry against those who severed their connections 
with their community and escaped their obligation, which was a collective 


68 http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/Zionism/haam2html Jewish State and Jewish Problem 


12 Pages, p. 4. 
66 http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/Zionism/haam2html Jewish State and Jewish Problen) 
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one. The apprehensions of Christians like Schleiermacher, that the not 
ungenuine converts might pervert the life of the church, makes it appear 
fairly certain that the number could not have been negligible. On one 
occasion, at least, an unreliable estimate of the numbers is available. David 
Friedlander, in a letter to Chancellor Hardenberg in 1811 on the Eve of 

the Edict of 1812, usually referred to as the Act of Emancipation - once 
again with a view to showing what a great moral and financial loss the 
conversion represented to the Jewish community - enumerates the cases of 
baptism that occurred in Berlin during the preceding five to eight years. He 
collected 50 cases, all designated by name, some of them single, others with 
parents with children - this out of a community of 405 established families, 
Friedlander estimated that the proportion would be about the same in the 
provincial cities, especially in Breslau and Kénigsberg.”°7 


The conversion to Christianity enabled to the Jews billet d‘entrée 
(entrance ticket) to the society, which even after the Enlightenment was 
Christian. The church was for example in Germany or Austro-Hungarian 
monarchy no longer in possession of power, but the majority of Germans, 
Czechs, Austrians, Hungarians and actually most European nations 

were Christians. Thus for example there was numerus clausus (restricted 
number) for Jewish students, who wanted to study at the University, but 
when the Jews became Christians it was much easier for them. 


But Christianity at the turn of the 20th century did not pose a threat to 
Judaism. It was rather the situation of the preceding catastrophe of this 
century known under the term Holocaust. Before the Nazis killed nearly all 
Jews in the territory under their control, der Stiirmer (the Fighter), the chief 
of Goebel’ s propaganda had on the front page Juden sind unsers Ungliick (the 
Jews cause our suffering, even after Hitler’ s rise to power in 1933 in the 


beginning the Nazis handled especially brutally the Ostjuden (the Jews from 
the east, especially from Poland). 


Maybe Berdyczewski was a prophet, as Professor Jacobson states, 
Berdyczewski “summarized his position vis-a-vis that crisis in an essay 
titled “Setira ubinyan” (“Destruction and Building”) (1897). In that essay, 
Berdyczewski declares that due to the external and internal pressures on 
the Jewish people of his time, it has arrived at a point where “two worlds 
meet: existence or non-existence” (p.29). The choice before the Jewish 


°°” Jacob Katz, Out of the Ghetto. The Social Background of Jewish Emancipation 1770-1870. Syracuse 
University Press 2010, p. 121. 
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people is, according to Berdyczewski, “to be the last Jews or the first 
Hebrews.” (p.29).’”65* 


i Hebrew writers were 
At the end of the nineteenth century most | 
disillusioned with the teaching of the Jewish Enlightenment, a ea 
‘The Haskalah led to loss of faith in God and to abandonment of all Je 


traditions: 


“In any attempt to understand the Jewish pinta eo ore aa ; 
i tions, the Haskalah a 
one fact must be stressed. With few excep ,t ( 
wrote in Hebrew were recurrently appalled to discover that often it a 
the emancipated Jew who became the indifferent Jew, or pide a y 
i d Jewishness. This is one of the 
cases, completely lost to Judaism an Jew 
sieniflcaiit flanlihes of Jewish emancipation of Hebrew rR of oe 
last two hundred years. Cultural Jewish ae ee t ‘ ui 
t by literature but by historical torc 
was a process engendered no Aen 
i i trol. A concatenation of the 
which the literature had hardly any con ren 
i i itical - tended to bring the Jew out of the g 
- economic, social and political - ten \ Pat 
i i -Jewi 1d, with certain cultural results w. 
into the wide-open non-Jewish world, h cert tural results 
only coincidentally proved disastrous to historical Jewish Gee : 
i i ion of modern Jewry in one countr 
the economic and social expansion o jewr mele 
i litical emancipation. But such exp 
another regularly preceded its po : Zio ie 
ion, also, of that given Jewry. 
constantly meant the cultural expansion, 7 
say, the navel economic and social expansion made for the a ii 
of Jews into the non-Jewish cultural environment, no mei cana 
i ion i literature and art of the c 
integration into the language, manners, , 
in which they happened to be. Thus, and only eee ews ante se 
i tradition. They tended to 
after another came to desert their own , 
cultural assimilation, regardless of what Hebrew letters preached or did 


not preach.”°° 


Whereas the Haskalah portrayed Hassidim with irony pita iam 
works, the change of attitude came with the Hebrew book a ih aan 
Yisrael’, (Peace Upon Israel), published in the years att 1 i a "8 wad 
Zweifel. In this work the author tried to show that Hassic ism is i ta 

trend in the broad framework of Jewish life, and to pose it ae nal 
Haskalah is erroneous. Even some other writers of the sia a a | ai ‘a 
maskilim [learned men] turned from the satirical portrayal of Hass 


David C Jaco. son, e Kecovery f yin: Y. Berd: czewski and Hassidism. Op. cit, p. 121, 

658 : ’ , The R ry of M h: MY. yi : oeyh | eu 
i : i ew Literature. From the Enlightenment to the Bir th of the State o 
5° Simon Ha. k n, Modern Hebr re re 


Israel. Op. cit., pp. 58-59. 


366 | Reflections on Jewish Mysticism 


to become involved in the anonymous publication of collections of Hassidic 
tales which gave the impression of authentic Hassidic origin.” 


Berdyczewski was born into a Hassidic family in Medzibezh, the same 
village where lived the Baal Shem Tov. He longed for wisdom and to 
expand his knowledge and intellectual horizons. He studied in the yeshiva 
[Rabbinic school] of Volozhin, the rabbinical seminary and the University 
of Breslau, and in the universities of Berlin and Berne. 


The assimilation of the Jews in the beginning of the 20th century in 
Germany and the whole of Europe was very high. 


“Faced with the extreme alternatives of the spiritualized life of rabbinic 
Judaism and the more natural life of the gentiles, the assimilationists 

have chosen the latter (forsaking the House of Israel and moving to the 
alien world) the traditional Jews have chosen the former (religious Jewish 
life), and the maskilim (the learned men of the Jewish Enlightenment) 
have attempted to strike a compromise. Berdyczewski believes, however, 
that none of these groups provides a viable alternative to the impending 
cultural death of the Jewish people. A cultural renaissance can come about 
only by means of a transvaluation of those values (shinnui ha‘arakhim) 

on which Jewish culture has been based since the rabbinic period. Only 
through such a radical rejection of rabbinic Judaism, he argues, will the 
Jewish people rediscover the connection which the ancient Hebrews had 
with all of nature and life. The choice is up to the people: either to acquiesce 
in the death of the Jewish people, or to create a new Hebrew people 
liberated from the shackles of the rabbinic tradition. 


Berdyczewski estimated that the only way of survival for the Jewish 

nation is in Hassidism, and he devoted the book Sefer Hasidim, which 

was published in the year 1890 in Warsaw to this. I would like to quote 
from this book, where he rejects the ever - present materialism. “My soul 
languishes for this fine period of Hassidism, because it is at this time that 

I discovered a profound life, a profound sense of living, a life full of lyricism 
and elation. In it I see, for the last time, a true life... man in our time is so 
absorbed in the physical reality of life that even the spiritual that exists in 


*® David C. Jacobson, Modern Midrash. The Retelling of Traditional Jewish Narratives by Twentieth 
Century Hebrew Writers. New York 1987: State University of New York Press, p. 19. 

°°! David C. Jacobson, Modern Midrash. The Retelling of Traditional Jewish Narratives by Twentieth - 
Century Hebrew Writers. Op. cit., pp. 21-22. 
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this life tends rather towards the material. In Hassidism his physical and 
material insight is enlarged, it becomes spiritual.”° 


Indeed, it was the prophetic spirit that led Berdyczewski to the rediscovery 
of Hassidism. Only by it could the Jews survive, whereas in the twentieth 
century especially in Germany up to the rise of Nazism the Jews became 
more and more assimilated. They would not say that they are Jews but 
rather that they are Germans of the Mosaic religion. Thus the prophecy of 
Berdyczewski “to be the last Jews or the first Hebrews, which I mentioned 
above was marred because the Jews did not want to be either Jews or 
Hebrews. Another piece of his prophecy: “I reached this idea that the men 
who base their lives solely on pleasure are lying to themselves. Placing 

the whole of one’s life and its great essence on pleasures is a big lie and 

an illusion. It is an offence against the essence of man and his quality, 
becoming a prisoner in a material and temporal life.”° 


This point of view - the practical materialism - is evident even at the 
beginning of the twenty first century. Hassidism tried to live with joy. To 
serve the Lord with joy and happiness. 


Most of the places where the Hassidim lived in Eastern Europe were soon 
after Berdyczewski*s death conquered by the Nazi army and all Jews were 
killed. 


But Hassidism has its importance even for our own time - the living of 
the dream, which, unlike in the earlier and later Kabbalah is not only 
a mystery, only for the initiated, but for all the Jewish people. Thus 
Hassidism has a message even for the people of today. 


682 MLY. Berdyczewski, Sefer Hasidim. Warsaw 1890: Toushiya, p. 11. 
63 MLY.Berdyczewski, Sefer Hasidim. Op.cit., p. 5. 
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15. Solomon ibn Gabirol ‘s yearning for God 


I. Yearning for God in Psalm 42 


The Jewish heart is yearning for God. When the Temple in Jerusalem wa 
standing, the Jews had direct access to God - especially as all male Jews ; 
were obliged to appear “in front of God” three times a year, at the occasi 
of the three pilgrimage feasts. “Those who failed to make the pilgrima: a 
had also not realized what had become lost to them when the on 1 a 
destroyed and they had found themselves in exile.”*4 al 


We have to take into account that there is a collective soul - 

the world. Plato already spoke about this soul. There eae st a 
soul of the Jewish people. But man is not only soul - he is the unity of bod 
and soul. Not only Plato, but the Kabbalah and Hassidism speak san this 
soul of the world. Man can alter the world by his attitudes and behavi : 
Rabbi Hayim of Volozhin declares: - 


Dv NNT PIII YY Www AINA NX Tan x NID dd AT PNT 7D 
mynan *07 90D DY JAMIN PAA ITT NIA NPwW IPI o10N) WON PY 
A TT WW Vd wT PNA TIO YD1 Maw NIT wy 


In an analogical way God, blessed be - He, created man, and gave him 
power over innumerable numbers of worlds. They were given to him 

so that he governs them in all aspects and details, his speech, until the 
smallest detail. So with every aspect of human motion and thought man 


leads the world i 
ae orld, even by his thoughts to good, or on the contrary towards 


= a 42, “the sons of Korach depict the collective Jewish souls as 
a ing opposite the collective Jewish bodies, expressing their pain over 
e losses we have experienced and their longing for our spirits together 


ith ! pai 
a ae bodies to make that pilgrimage and to behold the Presence of 


864 The Book of Psalms with Romemot El 
. Commentary of i i 
and condensed by eae adler one 5 ae Moshe ben Chayim Alshech translated 
aim of Volozhin, Nefesh Hachaim - The Soul fLif Bnei 
°° The Soul of Life. Bnei Brak 1989. p. 4. ae en 
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Whereas Rabbi Alchisch speaks about the past longing for God in the times 
when the Temple in Jerusalem stood, Rabbi David Kimhi shows that the 
very soul of Israel thirsts for God, as at the start of Psalm 42: 


wD TO VAN AMD OA PRY OWA TAI On ONT TIN PRD 
ow npn on .on PPX ay WN apna oan wl ann awnn 
aapipD 9) PTS PDI OFAN’ DST OPK 7D OP VaIN D3 93 onan ow 


may on Jina wi aa) Movin opiay or Sm] INOW TY 


by ROI NTDIN WNOe VW AYWI NNT morn wary .on 771 


spin? wap nda) 


Asa deer longs for flowing streams: the deer live in the desert, in a place 
where there is no water. They desire water. And more, the snakes eat [in 
the desert also the water] the water, which thus becomes warm, and the 
deer ask for this water and they wish it to become cold. And that is the 
[taste], the meaning of the flowing streams, they are fountains where the 
waters are flowing with force. It is also said that the deer being hunted by 
the dogs, run away from them till they find the stream of deep water, and 
this is the water for which they long, because [when they are hunted by the 
dogs] they spring in the midst of the water after they become tired [from 
the hunting] and thus are saved. In the interpretation this hind in the hour 
when she is thirsty, digs a hole and in its midst they put their horns.”°° 


This observation of David Kimhi is valuable not only for the biblical 
interpretation but also for the way the deer saves its life from the hunting 


dogs, as it is probably the case in the Holy Land.°* 


According to the Kabbalah, the soul is not so much preoccupied with 

itself, as after this life it will be reunited with the Creator in the heavenly 
spheres: “however, the material, i.e. the body it inhabits does not have 
such automatic expectations, rather it returns to dust and will not see the 
glory of God until the resurrection of the dead. Therefore, the soul which is 
aware of the tremendous value of experiencing the Presence of God, asks 
anxiously when that time would arrive.”° 


67 Sidney I. Esterson, The Commentary of Rabbi David Kimhi on Psalms 42-72 (Hebrew) pp. 309-450. 
In: Hebrew Union College Annual. Cincinnati 1935: Volume X, p. 320. 

68 André Chouraqui, Les Psaumes - Louanges ~ Psalms - Praises. Paris 1996: Rocher. By commenting 
on the Psalm 42 on p. 237 Chouraqui quotes this interpretation of David Kimhi. 


669 Thid. 
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Il. Gabirol *s poem—I love You 


‘The greatest poet in Spain, Sol : ; 
Guiza Sen: pain, Solomon ibn Gabirol, expressed this longing for 


e 
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The translation of this poem is as follows: 


Ilove you with the love a man 
enh Has for his only son - 
With his heart and his soul and his mnigil 
And I take great pleasure in your mind 
As you take on the m 
yster 

Of the Lord's act in creation i 

Though the issue is distant and deep ~ 
And who could approach its foundation? 
But I'll tell you something I’ ve heard 
And let you dwell on its strangeness: 
Sages have said that the secret 

Of being owes all 

To the all who has in his hand: 

He longs to give form to the formless 

Asa lover longs for his friend. 


° Sol mon Ibn G birol Secular Po yy . - 
? y 
0: I a. ecular Pi ems, (Hebrew) Edited b H. Brod and Schir man. Jer usalem 
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And this is, maybe, what the prophets 
Meant when they said that he worked 
All for his own exaltation. 

I've offered you these words - 

Now show me how you'll raise them. 


(his poem has very deep biblical undertones: 


PNIAAK PIN) N7TaDI ww yA NAP? Ws 
and honored, I love you. 


Because you are precious in my sight, 
Isaiah 43:4a 


favor for the person. But God's love towards 


Love has something specific, 
oved nation the Torah: 


\srael is special in the fact that God gives to His bel 
Rashi comments thus on the verse of the Song of Songs : 


po PTT aa) 
For your love is better than wine 


Song of Songs 1:2b as follows: 


ssy0-4D nyt? NIT ay pw) .AMaw aay “777 Panwa Son pry 77 aa 7D 
yw?) jen anw m3 Ox" CT ANON WNW PIVd ,P"s Ow-7y ANTI nw) ay 


aaa tat "ornwa pom an van a1 Am: aw) Spain x2 wa": (73 
wawn 


ur love is better than wine.” ‘to me’ your love than any banquet of 
ed to (as banquet of wine) 


(Esther 7,18), “to the 


For yo 
wine or that any feast of pleasure and joy is referr 
because of the wine served, as the matter is stated 


house of the banquet of wine;” 
(Isaiah 24:9), “In song, they shall not drink wine;” 


“and there are harp and lute, tambourine and flute, and the wine of their 


banquets.”°”” 


®” Selected Poems of Solomon Ibn Gabirol. Translated by Peter Coole. Princeton and Oxford 2001: 


Princeton University Press, p. 108. 
°? The Megiloth and Rashi‘s Commentary wit 
and Rabbi Yisroel Schwartz. Hebrew Linear 


Publishers, p. 58. 


h linear translation. Translated by Avraham Schwartz 
Classics. Jerusalem and New York 1983: Feldheim 
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a ae love for Israel is unique. God loves all humankind but Israel is 
rst love, as Rashi makes us understand in his Torah Commentary: 


aN? sales na) TWIT W993 OWT NPN TWIN ATEN IPT PX NID MWR 
ADRIAN TWN NPI ANIW? PawI DTT wR nNIpIW AINA Pawar 


In the beginning of [God's] creating. 


For the Torah which is called - “th inni 
e beginning of His way,” (P : 
and for Israel who are called “the first of His crop.” Reale ier 


Bh ey is considered after Isaac Israeli to be the second Jewish neo- 
Ae ein wae to the Jews by way of Islam and especially 
f ufism, “The slaves of God not only drink di 
ao itl s of God 1 y drink directly from Kafur 
ow at will, “making it gush for ; 
i th abundantly.” Thi 

suggests a spontaneous and inevitable we 

gests a spont cause-effect connection between 
the “irresistible” emptiness of the slaves, in themselves the personification 


of spiritual poverty (faqr), and th 
, trem ise 5 
symibioliaed by thie foundry e extreme plenitude of Divine Riches 


“Seek to draw nigh unto Me b i 
y that which I have not.” By makin 
the result of poverty, these words of God to the Sufi Abu Yazid Becta 


often quoted by Ib ii “ i ; 
nigh,” y Ibn Arabi, imply that “the slaves” are, in fact, “the brought 


lil. Gabirol *s main philosophical work — Fons Vitae — The Fountain of Life 


we ee and yearning for God was not foreign to Ibn Gabirol, who 
e his main philosophical work “Fons Vitae” in Arabic, but this original 


a 


673 G is i oe 

te res rae ae with Rashi‘s Commentary. Translated, Annotated and Elucidated by R: bbi 

me = : ae pre shee edition. New York 1998: Mesorah, Art scroll, an } 
f ivaj Ed - Din, The Nature and Origin of Sufism 223-! Se in] 

(editor), Islamic Spirituality, Foundations. New York 1 li etn il wy re nipagrng 
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“The Source of Life is neither an anthology nora work of popular edification, 
but part of a serious philosophical treatise, containing an exposition of 

a metaphysical and ontological system. The other parts are unfortunately 
lost. Even the Source of Life survived only precariously. The Arabic original 
is lost, and was for long represented only by a Latin translation, the Fons 
Vitae. This version was commissioned in about 1150 by the Archbishop of 
Toledo, and was made by the converted Jew, John of Seville together with 
the archdeacon of Segovia, Domingo Gundisalvi. The name of the author of 
the Fons Vitae appears as Avicebron. 


This work was well known to medieval Christian scholastics, and enjoyed 
special favor among the Franciscans. They seem, however, to have been 
quite unaware of the identity of the author, or even of the fact that he was 
a Jew. The common belief was that he was a Muslim or Arabic-speaking 
Christian. It was not until the year 1846 that S. Munk established the 

true authorship of the book. Among the manuscripts of the Bibliotheque 
Nationale in Paris he found a collection of excerpts, in Hebrew translation, 
from the Megor Hayyim - Source of Life - of Solomon ibn Gabirol, made by 
the thirteenth century writer Shem - Tov ibn Falaquera. A comparison of 
these with the Latin text of the Fons Vitae proved beyond all question that 
the two were the same book, and that the Saracen philosopher Avicebron, 
of the scholastics, and the Hebrew poet Ibn Gabirol, of the synagogue 
liturgy were one and the same person.”¢”° 


Unlike Plotinus, the founder of neo-Platonism, whose texts reveal an 
interest in various grades of reality which could be called a certain chain 
of being or ascending layers to the Godhead, Gabirol in Fons Vitae only 
ascertains that God exists but he does not deal with the question of what is 
His essence. 


This Being is the First essence, and this is pure being. “God thus construed 
as Being Only, then, would certainly seem to differ from the Plotinian One 
that is, on the contrary, “above Being”’*”° 


According to ibn Gabirol, the purpose of man on earth is to bring the 
soul through knowledge with the superior part of the universe. I will 
demonstrate this by quoting ibn Gabirol in Latin - quoting the oldest 


8 Bernard Lewis, Introduction KETER MALKUT pp. 1-10. In: The Kingly Crown, KETER MALKHUT by 
Solomon ibn Gabirol, op. cit., pp. 6-7. 

66 Sarah Pessin, Jewish Neoplatonism: Being above Being and divine emanation in Solomon ibn Gabirol and 
Isaac Israeli, pp. 91-110. In: Daniel H. Frank and Oliver Leaman (editors), Medieval Jewish Philosophy. 
Cambridge, U.K. 2003: Cambridge University Press, p. 96. 
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translation of the lost Arabic original of the “Fons Vitae”, in the oldest 
Hebrew, the translation of Rabbi Falaquera Shem Tov (1225-1295). Even 
if “for ibn Gabirol’s thought was relevant the direction of his personality 
of the philosophical writer that departs, faraway from his religiously- 
oriented poetry which celebrates Judaism to the degree that the way his 
name was mutilated he was considered as a Moslem or even an Arabic- 
writing Christian, but never as a Jew.”*”’ Thanks to the fact that his work 
was in Latin and he dealt with purely philosophical problems, the only 
personality about whom the “Fons Vitae” speaks is Plato who was much 
better known in the Christian than in the Jewish world. The Rabbi and 
eminent Jewish theologian Abraham ibn Daud when he “reproaches 

to Gabirol that he deals in the “Fons Vitae” exclusively with a certain 
philosophical problem without respect to the community of faith to which 
he belongs.”68 


In spite of this criticism of Abraham ibn Daud I think that ibn Gabirol had 
the right to write a philosophical work. Thus he showed his true views 

on philosophy, whereas in his vast work of religious and secular poetry 

he expressed himself as.a Jew. Even if ibn Daud was critical of the “Fons 
Vitae”, he lived in Toledo and he knew the Catholic canon Dominicus 
Gundissalinus who translated this work from Arabic into Latin.*” Ibn 
Gabirol had enormous influence, thanks to the translation of Fons Vitae 
into Latin, not only on the Christian world, but also on the Jewish world. 
Some scholars see in him the predecessor of the Spanish Kabbalah. He had 
immense influence on Isaac ibn Latif (1220-1290). In his work oo17 NINN 
(tsu*rat haolam) [Form of the world] the author adopts many thoughts of 
ibn Gabirol about the importance of will. But most importantly he had an 
influence on the Zohar, the masterpiece of the Spanish Kabbalah. I will 
come to this idea later. 


Now I would like to quote the texts in Latin, Hebrew and my own English 
translation - even if “Fons Vitae” was better known in the Middle Ages in 
the Christian rather than in the Jewish milieu, ibn Gabirol has universal 
significance. Ibn Gabirol, as a true philosopher, puts in the questions of the 
disciple the quest for meaning. 


*” Jacob Guttmann, Die Philosophie des Salomon ibn Gabirol. Gottingen 1889: Vanderhoeck & Ruprecht, 


p. 3. 

°8 Ibid, p. 5. 

°° Cf. Alexander Fidora, Ein philosophischer Dialog der Religionen im Toledo des 12. Jahrhunderts: 
Abraham Ibn Daud und Dominicus Gundissalinus. In: Yosef Schwartz and Volkhard Krech, Religious 
Apologetics - Philosophical Argumentation. Tubingen 2004, pp. 251-266. 
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Disciple: 
‘ suthiy 
‘(Quae est ergo finalis causa generationes hominis? 


6809 OTN ~ NPE YW on7DN 77) 192) 
What is the purpose of the human existence? 


leacher: 

i redeat ad 
Applicatio animae eius cum mondo altiore, ut unumquodque 
suum simile. 


1 ser) Tanna onn Ine 9D JDP BVI oy Owl ON Sw WW] MpP27 


i i i reme world so that every (thing) 
The a ek ee to (that) which is similar to it. 


Disciple: 


Quaemodo pertingemus ad hoc? 
27409 YA JOR APN 
How do we arrive to it? 


Teacher: 


. 2 p 

saec it a p p 

‘ uloa tiorl Sc ienti etenl I duci ado us. eto us sepa ate a ma tiy 
a suis contrarl11s q uae laedunt eam, et reducit eam ad suam natur am 


4 7681 
redit anima ad suum saeculum altius. 
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® Sol ibn Gabirol, Mekor ha Chayim - the Hebrew translation of Fons Vitae by Shem Tov 
be olomon 1 i 


i SNe i icebronn, Fonte 
Falaquera. Tel Aviv 1950: p i in the edition: Marienza Benedetto, Avice ' 
6 i as originally printed in the e n: Mole, ales 
i ica geen This nie was published together with the Faue aarti rad \ a er 
pagans : ane - bilingual Latin-German edi Las 
5 -Deutsch - bilingua ; i Sad iar estan 
ee Sere (Teenie Alexander Fidora and Andreas Niederberger. Pr« iburg 
Published by Ma’ , 


Basel - Vienna 2009: Herder, p. 60. 
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Through knowledge and action, cause by means of them the soul unites 
with the supreme world. The knowledge leads to action, and the action 
removes the soul from compulsion and from suffering and thus the soul 
returns to its essence. In general, the knowledge and action liberate the 
soul from the captivity of nature and purify its turbidity and dejection. 
Thus the soul returns to the highest world.” 


Thus knowledge and action unite the soul with the supreme world. This 
idea is very important as man’s task is to unite with the Godhead. Even 
ifthe text is known in Latin and had an immense impact on Christian 
Scholasticism, in the general context of ibn Gabirol the Hebrew text is 
more important, as Rabbi Falaquera made the excerpt for his Hebrew 
translation already in the thirteenth century, but Solomon Munck 
discovered that Gabirol is the author of Fons Vitae only in the nineteenth 


century. In order to fully appreciate Gabirol’s thoughts it is vital to go back 
to the Hebrew text: 


“His (Gabirol’s) chief philosophical work, written in Arabic, but preserved 
in full only in a 12" century Latin translation titled Fons Vitae (Fountain 

of Life) makes no reference to Judaism or to specifically Jewish doctrines 
and is a dialogue between a disciple and a master who teaches him true 
philosophical knowledge. Despite its prolixity and many contradictions, it 
is an impressive work. Few medieval texts so effectively communicate the 
Neoplatonic concept of the existence of a number of planes of being that 
differ according to their ontological priority, the derivative and inferior 


ones constituting a reflection in a grosser mode of existence of those that 
are prior and superior. 


One of ibn Gabirol’s central concerns was the divine will, which appears 
to be both part of and separate from the divine essence. Infinite according 
to its essence, the will is finite in its action. It is described as pervading 
everything that exists and as being the intermediary between the divine 
essence and matter and form. Will was one of the traditional terms used 
by medieval theologians to identify the entity intermediate between the 


transcendent Deity and the world or the aspect of the Deity involved in 
creation.”°? 


°* Medieval Jewish Philosophy - www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/ 307197/Judaism/3258... 16 
pages. Quoted from page 9. 
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In spite of the fact that Abraham ibn Daud strongly criticized the a 
Vitae, it was welcomed in other parts of Spain - in the masterpiece ie 
the Kabbala! in the book Zohar: “There are traces, which permit us to 
conclude, that can be found in Zohar.”*** 


‘This is certainly a compliment because Zohar is the book which Sasa atl 
the further development of the Kabbalah. Indeed, we can av in the Zohar 
sections where the action is highly praised, as for example: 
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“There is no place where He is not, above without ae and ae inal k 
imi i i but He. But despite the “form ; 
limit, and on every side there is no god 
and “making” [In the system of world of the sefirot is emanation, the world 
of the Throne is “creation” (beriyah), the world of the angels is serait , 
(yezirah), the world of physical nature (heavens, earth and sea) is a g 
(asiyah). However, there are also aspects of pa ati: ech ve 
inah, Tiferet, and Malkhut] in the Throne, 
among the sefirot, namely Binah, ty a 
i that all creatures might recogn 
among the angels, nor in the world, so 
Him ne the eae Furthermore, all creatures [were created sani fee 
i ion,” f “formation,” and som 
ome by means of “creation,” some by means 0 
cae - “making.” And as for the sefirot, although He created, font 
made everything through them, the names beriyah, yezirah, and idl ) 
not apply to them, as they do to the lower worlds, but rather are they the 


way of emanation.”’*° 

The similarity between the above mentioned section from Fons Hedin 
the section from the Zohar is that there is great stress on action - Zohar 
puts it in the word asiyah and Gabirol in the word of action. 


ie Philosophi i irol. Op. cit., p. 49. 
8 , Die Philosophie des Salomon ibn Gabirol. Op. ci 
a ' Prarie tp Tishby Mishnat ha Zohar - The Wisdom of the Zohar. Jerusalem 1971: Mossad 


ialik. Vol. I p. 128. ; yee 
aan birt of the Zohar. Arranged by F. Lachover and I. Tishby. With extensive introduction by 


I. Tishby. Translated from the Hebrew by David Goldstein. Oxford, Portland and Oregon 2008: The 
Littman Library of Jewish Civilization. Vol. I, p. 267. 
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The main traits of Gabirol are found not only in Fons Vitae but also in his 
poetry, he is considered as “the poet of all the suffering of the world - the 
most important in the entire Jewish poetry...through knowledge and action 
should man’s soul be liberated from the pain of the nature and should 

be purified in order to unite with the superior world where is her true 
homeland,”* 


In this quotation by Professor Guttmann, one of the best scholars of the 
domain of Medieval Jewish Philosophy, we can see that ibn Gabirol suffered 
~ and this suffering was his illness, which even prevented him from going 
to the synagogue - some speak of some sort of skin illness. I just quoted the 
Zohar. In his later work, Professor Guttmann writes about the influence 

of Gabirol on Jewish philosophy: “Outside the sphere of Neoplatonism, 

Ibn Gabirol had a strong effect only on certain kabbalistic writings of the 
thirteenth century and on Isaac ibn Latif, who stood midway between 
philosophy and the Kabbalah. His doctrine of the will, of universal matter 
and universal form influenced early Kabbalism. But of the philosophical 
elements of his doctrine of the will, only a few have left traces. For the most 
part, their place was taken by completely different elements, drawn from 
the Kabbalah. One can conjecture that after its publication, interest had 
been aroused in the doctrine of matter and form, and that both, Gabirol and 
the kabbalistic writers, utilized these or related sources.”®7 


In fact, Professor Guttmann pays a great compliment to ibn Gabirol, even 
when he writes that he had “strong effect only on certain kabbalistic 
writings,” because the kabbalistic writings became subsequently the 

most important of all Jewish philosophy in the Middle Ages. I would 
disagree with Professor Guttmann's opinion that, “after the victory of the 
Aristotelian trend in Jewish philosophy, the treatise (Fons Vitae) fell into 
oblivion even more than other books of the earlier period.”®* If we take for 
granted that Maimonides represented Aristotelian philosophy, the world of 
Kabbalah, influenced by Gnosticism and Neoplatonism, existed alongside 
the Aristotelo-Maimonidean-Jewish scholars, and moreover after the 
expulsion from Spain it was mainly the Kabbalah, properly speaking 
mainly the Lurianic Kabbalah, which was important, whereas, as Professor 
Scholem states, “These (kabbalistic) views won widespread acceptance 

as the social and spiritual effects of the movement which originated 

either in the catastrophe of 1492 itself or in the Kabbalistic-apocalyptic 


°86 J. Guttmann, Die Philosophie des Solomon ibn Gabirol. Op. cit., p. 2. 
°*” Jacob Guttmann, Philosophies of Judaism. New York 1973: Schocken, pp. 483-484. 
8 Thid. p. 102. 
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propaganda attached to that event, made themselves increasingly felt. 

Life was conceived as Existence in Exile and in self-contradiction, and the 
sufferings of Exile were linked up with the central Kabbalistic doctrines 
about God and man. The emotions aroused by these sufferings were not | 
soothed and tranquilized, but stimulated and whipped up. The ambiguities 
and inconsistencies of “unredeemed” existence, which were reflected in 
the meditations on the Torah and the nature of prayer, led that generation 
to set up ultimate values which differed widely from those of the rationalist 
theology of the Middle Ages, if only because the religious ideals it affirmed 
had no connection with a scale of values based on an intellectual point of 
view. Aristotle had represented the essence of rationalism to Jewish minds; 
yet his voice, which had not lost its resonance even in Medieval Kabbalism 
despite its passage through a variety of media, now began to sound hollow 
and spectral to ears attuned to the new Kabbalah. The books of the Jewish 
philosophers became ‘devilish books.’”**? 


Gabirol was, after Isaac Israeli, the second Jewish Neoplatonist philosopher. 
For Plotinus, “philosophy means to love God. He desired for a Light without 
a shade, for Purity without any admixture, for Beauty which no subietti 
this world can contain, for a life which is not undermined by the death. 

‘To live in purity means for Plotinus to live without stain - this is however 
possible only in the spiritual domain, because the contact with matter 
brings impurity. 


This point of view is very different from that of the Hebrew Bible, where: 
“God saw everything that He had made, and indeed, it was very good. 
Genesis 1: 31 


Whereas in the Hebrew Bible material goods and even permitted pleasure 
is considered good, for the Neoplatonists matter is considered as bad. This 
current of philosophy is not new in Plotinus, it started already with Plato, 
who saw in this world only the mirror-ideas of the true ideas which are in 


the spiritual sphere. 


It is not known how ibn Gabirol came to know the teaching of Plotinus. It 
is however very probable, as the Fons Vitae was written in Arabic, that he 
had access to the Theology of Aristotle, which existed in fact in the Arabic 
translation of some of the Enneads of Plotinus. 


°° G. Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism, op. cit., p. 249. eth ae at 
°° René Arnou, Le Désir de Dieu dans la philosophie de Plotin. Paris 1921: Librairie Félix Alcan, 


pp. 46-47. 
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He certainly knew this theology. As I quoted the Fons Vitae, for Gabirol the 
decisive acts are knowledge and action. 


For Plotinus the two main factors which are most important in human life 
are pure contemplation and decisive action. Plotinus views the descent 
of the soul into matter as a necessary moment in the unfolding of divine 
Intellect, or God. For this reason, the descent itself is not an evil, for it is 

a reflection of the Intellect’s essence. Pure contemplation and decisive 
action, according to Plotinus, cause a tension and this tension constitutes 
the natural mode of existence. 


Plotinus tells us that a thought is only completed after it has been 
expressed, and thus it passed from potentiality to actuality.” 


In his biography of Plotinus, Porphyry records of his teacher to his students 
as follows: 


“strive to bring back the God in the All.”® 


Plotinus asserts in the same breath that both life and death are good. Death 
is the relief of this exhaustion, and the return toa state of contemplative 
repose. Plotinus’s sole concern is with the well-being (eudaimonia). 


The disciple of Porpyry, lamblicus of Apamea (d. ca. 330 CE), in place of 
the vivid dialectic of Plotinus, made place for theurgy (theourgia) which he 
insists does not draw the gods down to man, but rather renders mankind, 
no longer subject to passions, pure and unchangeable.*” “The Fountain of 
Life is written in the form of a dialogue, a literary procedure current in 
the Islamic period, evidently in imitation of Plato, but in contrast to the 
presentation of the Platonic dialogues, neither master nor pupil possesses 
a vivid personality; the doctrine is expounded by the master, and the pupil 
only puts questions that give the master the opportunity to elucidate 
various points. 5 


IV. The poem — I Have Sought Thee Daily 


*1 Enneads IV. 8. 6-7. 

* Enneads IV. 3-30. 

8 Porphyry, Life of Plotinus 2. 

4 On the Mysteries 1. 12. 42. 

** Colette Sirat, A History of Jewish Philosophy in the Middle Ages. Cambridge 1990. Cambridge 
University Press, Editions de la Maison des sciences de Homme, p. 69. 
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‘This desire for God was so deep in Gabirol's heart that it gave him the 


power to write beautiful poems. In these poems Gabirol expresses his 
longing for God - the inquietude of his soul, which can find its peace only 


in union with God: 
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I Have Sought Thee Daily 


[have sought Thee at dawn and twilight, 

I have stretched my hands to Thee, turned 

My face, 

Now, the cry of a heart athirst I will utter, 

Like the beggar who cries at my door for grace. 
The infinite heights are too small to contain Thee, 
Yet perchance Thou can niche in the clefts 

Of me. 

Shall my heart not treasure the hope to gain 
Thee, 
Or my yearning fail my tongue’s last plea? 
Nay, surely Thy name I will worship, while 
Breath in my nostrils be. 


In this poem Gabirol seeks God “at dawn and twilight.” This is similar to the 
passage in the book of Psalms: 


igi into English verse by Israel Zangwill 
66 Selected Religious Poems of SOLOMON IBN GABIROL, translated into i e by i 
noe my Critical Text Edited by Israel Davidson. Philadelphia 1922: The Jewish Publication Society of 


America, p. 16. 
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Awake, my soul! 
Awake, O harp and lyre! 
I will awake the dawn. 
Psalm 57:8 


In this verse - similar to ibn Gabirol’s “I have sought Thee at dawn and 
twilight,” the poet, king David, when he fled from Saul in the cave, the 
main intention is man’s search for God. King David was bitterly persecuted 
by the mania of Saul who suffered from mental illness and wanted to kill 
David, but David did not kill him even when he had the occasion to do so: 


When Saul returned from following the Philistines, he was told, “David is 
in the wilderness of En - gedi.” Then Saul took three thousand chosen men 
out of all Israel, and went to look for David and his men in the direction 
of the Rocks of the Wild Goats. He came to the sheepfolds beside the 

road, where there was a cave; and Saul went in to relieve himself. [The 
topography is quite realistic, for the cliffs overlooking the Dead Sea in the 
region of En-gedi are honeycombed with caves. Power and powerlessness 
are precariously balanced in this episode. David and his men are in all 
likelihood hiding in the far end of the cave from Saul’s search party. Had 
a contingent of soldiers entered the cave, they would have been trapped. 
Instead, Saul comes in alone, and he is ina double sense exposed to David 
and his men.*”] Now David and his men were sitting in the innermost 
parts of the cave. The men of David said to him, “Here is the day of which 
the Lord said to you, ‘I will give your enemy into your hand, and you shall 
do to him as it seems good to you.” [David's eager men exhibit a certain 
theological presumptuousness. They surely know that their leader has 
been secretly anointed to be king, but nothing in the preceding narrative 
indicates a divine promise that God would deliver Saul into David's 
hands.**] Then David went and stealthily cut off a corner of Saul's cloak. 
Afterwards David was stricken to the heart because he had cut off a corner 
of Saul*s cloak. He said to his men, “The Lord forbid that I should do this 
thing to my lord, the Lord’s anointed, to raise my hand against him; for 
he is the Lords anointed.” So David scolded his men severely and did not 


“” Robert Alter, The David Story. A Translation with Commentar 

x of land2S 1. 
London 1999: W. W. Norton, p. 147. : nih hit engin 
68 Thid. 
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permit them to attack Saul. Then Saul got up and left the cave, and went on 
his way. 


Afterwards David also rose up and went out of the cave and called after 
Saul, “My lord, the king!” When Saul looked behind him, David bowed with 
his face to the ground, and did obeisance. David said to Saul, “Why do you 
listen to the words of those who say, ‘David seeks to do you harm’? This very 
day your eyes have seen how the Lord gave you into my hand in the cave; 
and some urged me to kill you, but I spared you. I said, ‘I will not raise my 
hand against my lord; for he is the Lord‘s anointed.’ See, my father, see the 
corner of your cloak in my hand; for by the fact that I cut off the corner of 
your cloak, and did not kill you, you may know for certain that there is no 
wrong or treason in my hands [my father...It is, appropriately, ambiguous 
whether “my father” is a form of respectful address to an authority or 

an attempt to reach back to the moment of affectionate intimacy in their 
relationship. We may note, for David, for all the remorse he felt over 
having cut off the skirt of Saul‘s garment, makes great display of it now as 
evidence of having Saul entirely at his mercy. The proof of his innocence is 
thus inseparable from the reminder of the power he had over his rival®”]. 


[ have not sinned against you, though you are hunting me to take my life. 
May the Lord judge between me and you! May the Lord avenge me on you. 
As the ancient proverb says, ‘Out of the wicked comes forth wickedness’; 
but my hand shall not be against you. Against whom has the king of 

Israel come out? ‘Whom do you pursue? “A dead dog? A single flea? [In his 
peroration, David outdoes himself in professing his humble station. A dead 
dog was proverbial in ancient Israel as a contemptible, worthless thing, but 
David goes the idiom one better by saying he is scarcely more important 
than a single flea on the dead dog’s carcass ~ a brilliant adaptation to prose 
of the logic of intensification of biblical poetry, in which a term introduced 
in the first part of the line is raised to the second power semantically in the 
parallel second half] May the Lord therefore be judge, and give sentence 
between me and you. May he see to it, and plead my cause, and vindicate 
me against you.” 


When David had finished speaking these words to Saul, Saul said, “Is this 
your voice, my son, David?” Saul lifted up his voice and wept. He said 

to David, “You are more righteous than I; for you have repaid me good, 
whereas I have repaid you evil [These words echo the ones pronounced by 


© Thid., p. 149. 
70 Thid. p. 150. 
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Judah, referring to his vindicated daughter-in-law Tamar, who will become 
the progenitrix of David's line. You...requited me good...I requited you evil. 
‘The antithesis of good and evil is played on through three verses and shouli| 
not be sacrificed in the English for the sake of imagined fluency’”']. 


Today you have explained how you have dealt with me, in that you did not 
kill me when the Lord put me into your hands. For who has ever found 

an enemy, and sent the enemy safely away? So may the Lord reward you 
with good for what you have done to me this day. Now I know that you 
shall surely be king, and that the kingdom of Israel shall be established in 
your hand. Swear to me therefore by the Lord that you will not cut off my 
descendants after me, and that you will not wipe out my name from my 
father’s house.” “So David swore this to Saul. Then Saul went home; but 
David and his men went up to the stronghold. 

I Samuel, chapter 24 


From this chapter we can see that David was merciful. In the Hebrew Bible 

nobody (including David) is perfect, but everybody is a sinner. But David's 

generosity is seen in the fact that he did not act egoistically, but with regard 

a the future - in the end the whole of Israel wanted him to be king over 
em. 


To become a king by killing Saul was something awkward to David. And 
here lies his greatness. The width of his heart, which preferred not to kill 
Saul - even if most people would do it, but to spare his life, ‘because he is 
the Lord*s anointed.’ 


In the above mentioned Psalm - which is actually a praise to God for 


sparing his (David's) life - he wants to “awake the dawn” because he wants 
to praise God. 


As we can see, David's life was full of adversities and persecutions. In 

a similar way, ibn Gabirol's life was not easy, mainly because of his illness 
and many opponents. Even after his death his main work, the Fountain of 
Life, was known mainly in the Christian world. I dealt with the Fountain 
of Life above. It is a unique Neoplatonic work, one of the most important 
testimonies to Jewish Neoplatonism. 


7. Thid. p. 151. 
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V. When will you, Lord, put an end to the exile? 


israel in the time of ibn Gabirol was in exile. This exile lasts up to the days 
when the Messiah will come and redeem Israel. This, in Jewish religious 
tradition, was connected with the gates of Jerusalem: 


“““,7hen Solomon built the Temple, he wished to take the ark into the holy 
of holies, but the gates thereof cleaved to each other and would not open. 
He uttered twenty four psalms, but was not answered. 


He then further supplicated: “Lift up your heads, O ye gates, and be ye 
lifted up, ye everlasting doors; that the King of glory may come in. “Who 

is the King of glory?’ The Lord is strong and mighty, The Lord is mighty in 
battle.” And still he was not answered. Then he said: “Now, therefore, arise, 
O Lord God, into Thy resting-place, Thou, and the ark of Thy strength.... 

0 Lord God, turn not away the face of Thy anointed. Remember the good 
deeds of David Thy servant.” And immediately the gates opened. 


One gate, because of its location on the eastern side of the Temple court, 
was called Shaar ha -Kadim - The Gate of the East. Ezekiel the prophet 
narrates: “He brought me to the gate, even the gate that looks toward the 
east; and behold, the glory of the God of Israel came from the way of the 
cast, and His voice was like the sound of many waters; and the earth did 
shine with His glory...And the glory of the Lord came into the house by way 
of the gate whose prospect is toward the east.” 


“Then He brought me back by the way of the outer gate of...the east; and it 
was shut. And the Lord said unto me: “This gate shall be shut, it shall not 
be opened, neither shall any man enter by it, for the Lord, the God of Israel, 
has entered by it; therefore it shall be shut.” 


‘The sages of Israel commanded: “No man should be negligent of the eastern 
gate, which faces toward the holy of holies.” 


“tn the days to come, the Almighty, blessed be He, shall make the Gate of 
the East out of one single pearl.” 


Ezekiel the prophet in his vision describes the glory of the Lord: “Then 
a spirit lifted me up, and brought me unto the east gate of the Lord's 
house.” And the glory of the Lord went forth from the threshold of the 
house, and stood over the cherubim. And the cherubim lifted up their 


wings, and mounted up from the earth in my sight when they went forth, 
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Prisoners of the Exile”™ 


Prisoners of the exile hoped in God 


And they became dirty and asked for the end of the exile, yes, the 
prisoners. 


Listen, O Lord, to the voice of your people, 

See from the height of your lofty name, 

How the many thunders frightened your people in their misery. 
Those whom you redeemed streamed in their heart to you like water, 
And those who wandered, yes, they suffered a lot, the prisoners... 


Because of your covenant and your goodness, acquire 
The remnant of your people and build Zion, 


Build her in splendor of your beauty, because it is the dwelling-place of 
your repose. 


In joy the oppressed that were devoured by fire 
Will stream towards your love, yes, the captives... 


Those who were tortured and beaten by the lion, 

See, they are depressed by your fury and by your anger, 

And all the day long they expect how the enemy will crush them. 

Heal those who are oppressed and tortured, if they look up towards you 
And remember their fathers, remember the deeds of the prisoners... 


Plenty of people are waiting for your salvation, 

Hasten, please o hurry to refresh them and be their help, 

They wandered to you up to the mountains of the border. 

That is why those who believe in you praise you with a song. 
Always with thanksgiving they praise your name, the captives. 


The desire of the Jewish people is to be reunited in the Messianic era. Above 
the Temple are written the words of the prophet Haggai: “The glory of this 
latter house shall be greater ...says the Lord of Hosts.” Haggai 2:9 


204 Here follows my translation of the poem 
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cae 


The Hebrews pictured the heavens as the seat of God, the Master of the 
universe, and the earth as His footstool, as told by Isaiah: “Thus says the 
Lord: the heaven is my throne, and the earth is My footstool.” Te the 
Temple is known as Hadom Adonai: the Footstool of God. This expression 
appears on several occasions in the Bible. David, expressing his desire to 
builda Temple to the Lord, says: “Hear me, my brethren, and my people; as 
for me, it was in my heart to build a house of rest...for the footstool of oun 


pani of Lamentations, bewailing the destruction of the Temple, cries 
out! “He has cast down from heaven unto the earth the beauty of Israel 
And He has not remembered His footstool.” 


Lebanon, in Hebrew spelt Levanon, is derived from the Hebrew lavan: 
white, which evokes the snowy summits of the mountains. 


at cedars used for the building-up of the Temple were brought from 
the mountains of Lebanon. A part of the Temple was named Beth Yaar 
Halevanon: House of the Forest of Lebanon: “And king Solomon made 


three h i i 
ee ae shields...and the king put them in the house of the forest of 


Moses, prostrating himself in front of the Lord, humbly expresses his 
heart’ s yearning for the promised land..., that good hill country and 
Lebanon. Legend explains that Lebanon here refers to the Temple, whose 
building-up the lawgiver foresaw in his vision... Others explain that 
Levanon comes from lavan: white, because the sanctuary atones, whitens 


all the sins of Israel, as Isaiah said: “Th i 
s : ough yo 
shall be as white as snow,.””” clini” 


™ Zev Vilnay, Legends of Jerusalem. Op. cit., pp. 108-109. 
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16. Gleanings from Modern Hebrew Poetry 
and Philosophy 


|. Hebrew poetry and the philosophical problem of Being. 


Every nation is to a certain extent characterized by the poetry which its 
poets created: 


“Hebrew literature in recent generations strives to register its love for 
the uniqueness and nobility of the passing world of the ghetto. In poem, 
story and essay, it almost consciously seeks to preserve for posterity, its 
awareness of the greatness of Jewish tradition. It idealizes the Jew as the 
bearer of the God-idea. It portrays Jewish piety and saintliness. It sings 
Jewish love of Torah. It even glorifies in the concept of Jewish mission in 
human history. In short, it becomes a veritable museum of the beauty that 
was traditional Judaism. Thus, upon careful examination, modern Hebrew 
literature of necessity proves to be a treasury of Jewish loyalties of a truly 
religious character which the historian and the philosopher of these 
letters should long ago come to note and to interpret. Yet such has been the 
pressure of other circumstances upon Jewish life in the past seventy-five 
years that historians of Hebrew letters have tended to concentrate upon 
the most timely and transitory humanistic features of the literature and 
overlook almost entirely the more permanent, more deeply-rooted Jewish 
loyalties in which this literature abounds. For all the religious fervor, for 
instance, which modern Hebrew literature has read into Zionism and the 
achievements of Halitziut (the Jewish pioneers who made fertile the soil of 
the land of Israel) it is difficult to find a single study of Palestinian letters 
which treats of the nature and implications of this fundamental faith. The 
critics repeatedly have discussed the political, social and even economic 
trends in the literature depicting Halutziut. But they have failed to note 
the endless number of lyrics, ballads and dramatic poems whose explicit 
subject matter is rugged Halutziut, but whose implicit motivation is the 
watchful waiting for the God-sent Messiah. We find the two commingling 
even in the following homespun verses by one of the minor poets of 
Palestine, Abraham Braudes: 


I know how to walk behind camels in the sands, 

How to carry upon my back a heavy hump of afflictions, 
And look out for the Messiah. 

And I also know how to stand among the many 
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In the hollow in a quarry, 
How to cleave the rock primeval, 
And look out for the Messiah.””” 


a surge of Zionism and the creation of the state of Israel created an 
‘hinabe outburst of Hebrew poetry. The first poem, The Evening Comes 
evokes a certain melancholy for the Judean hills. 


Oded Avishar 
707 89 TY 
The evening is coming 


9DDF MINI WVT Dw 
SYN PAW) PART TI 
D9 FOS TW PAT 
JODORT Ww) NN 797 

2 DW Na ay 


Again, the flock is streaming in the entries of the village 
And the dust is rising from the dusty roads, 

And puts far away the couple of oriental dancers! 

And accompanies the time of the shadows, 

Evening comes, yes, evening is coming. 
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Again, the wind whispers between the fences of the gardens 
And in the top of the cypress, already the doves doze} 

And puts into distance the sides of the hills, 

Which are kissing the last rays of sun, 

The evening comes, yes, the evening is coming. 


2 Heb . . 
2 
% §.Halkin, Modern Hebrew Literature. From the Enlightenment to the birth of the State of Israel 


707 
1000 and more Songs. (Hebrew) Sea of Galilee 1981: Kinneret Publishing House. Song Nr. 33 
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Again, the rose is secretly dreaming, 

And the efflorescent stars above very slowly, 
And puts far away the valley of darkness, 

And accompanies the jackal to the coming night, 
The night descends, yes, the night falls. 


‘The evening evokes a special atmosphere. In the Holy Land, the flocks 
are returning home. The poet depicts in a poetic way the moments before 
sundown. This again has its resonance in the Bible and in the Hebrew 


liturgy: 
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Blessed be You God, our God, King of the Universe, Who with His Word 
brings on the evenings, with wisdom opens the gates, and with insight 
changes the minutes and varies the seasons, and arranges the stars in their 
watches in the firmament according to His will. He creates day and night. 
He causes the light to recede from darkness and darkness from light; He 
causes the day to pass away and the night to come, and sets apart the day 
from night; God Tzevaoth is His Name. He, the living and changeless God 
will ever reign over us to all eternity. Blessed be You God, Who brings on 
the evenings.’ 


There is a special atmosphere in the Holy Land especially in the evenings. 
The flock is returning home. This may occur also in other countries as 

for example Spain or France or the Basque Land, but in the Bible it has 

a special atmosphere. This goes as far back as the book of Genesis: 


18 The Hirsch Siddur. Bilingual Hebrew and English. Jerusalem and New York 1990; Peldheim 
Publishers, pp. 256-257. 
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And thither were all the flocks gathered; and they rolled the stone from 
the well’s mouth, and watered the sheep, and put the stone back upon 
the well*s mouth in its place. Genesis 29:3 


One of the most profound modern Hebrew poets, Rachel, in one of her 
songs bemoans that she has not sung to her land yet. The land of Israel 
challenges everybody to glorify this land. 


To My Land 
709 NAN OK 


PSIN T2NTWw Xo 
Jaw (NIND N} 
23 nyP4y3 

man wa 
wp - py Pq 
mvpw iP DIN 
97 Wad - Yaw Pr 
yw 1p Dy 


I did not sing to you, my land, 

I did not glorify your name, 

By the mighty deeds 

By the booty of your struggles 

My hands have only planted a tree, 

On the brink of the silent Jordan river, 
I have only set my feet on your path, 
On the face of the fields. 
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79 Rachel. Poems. Letters. Notices. Op. cit., p. 156. 


Reflections on Jewish Mysticism 


SNA AY apa 
anol 222 P79 
Spy by 


Iam very poor indeed, 

I know it, my mother, 

Yes, lam very poor indeed, 

Accept, please, the offering of your daughter, 
Only the cheer of joy, 

In the day when the light shines, 

Only the hidden tears, 

Of your poor one. 


In this poem, Rachel expresses her desire to glorify the Holy Land. The 

land of Israel is called the Holy Land, because most of the events of the 
Bible happened there. God, the land of Israel and the Jewish people are 
inextricably intertwined. The Jewish soul yearns to be in the Holy Land. 
The Jew can live in Europe, America or China but his heart is longing for the 
Holy Land. One of the greatest sons of the Jewish people, Baruch Spinoza, 
also yearned for union with God: “this is the development of the soul’s 
capacity to conceive itself and to conceive bodies as things which have 

a sort of eternity. The third type of knowledge, if it depends on the soul as 
its formal cause, inasmuch as the soul itself is eternal, confers on it a sort 
of second and effective eternity which is no more eternity of its destiny but 
rather an eternity that is effective at the issue of the destiny itself. The soul 
is only submissive as long as the body is attached to affections which are its 


passions.” 
And Rachel had this passion - this affection for the Holy Land. 


Rachel Blaustein, or simply nv7wnn YT [Rachel ha me‘shoreret| Rachel the 
poetess, as she is called in Hebrew - was born on 20th September 1890 in 
Saratov in Russia by the river Volga. Her father was a rich businessman. He 
was an absolvent of a Talmudic school and was very humble. Not only was 
Rachel given the muse for art, but her sister Betshabe Goldstein became 

a musician, and her older brother Jacob Blaustein Selah wrote important 
philosophical works in German and in Italian. He also translated Salomon 
ibn Gabirol’s work Fons vitae. Her mother passed away during the poet's 
youth and this fact left a bruise in the soul of Rachel. She started to study 
painting in Kiev. 
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In 1909 she left for Palestine. She started to study Hebrew. Her sister 
Suzanne said about this, “When starting to learn Hebrew we wanted to be 
born again.”71° 


But soon afterwards, in 1913 she left for Toulouse to study agronomy. 
During the war she served Jewish refugees and children in Odessa. In this 
period we can trace the beginnings of her literary activity. 


She was enchanted by the Holy Land and it was only because of the war 
that she did not return there immediately after her studies in France. But 
already in 1919 she returned to Palestine. The consequences of the war 
were very traumatic for Rachel, as she suffered from tuberculosis. She 
especially loved the Galilean Sea and lived fora long time in the kibbutz 
Degania. The greatest Hebrew poet of the twentieth century, H.N. Bialik, 
spent a long time in conversation with her, as he was captivated by her 
poetry. 


But her health became worse and worse. On 16" April 1931 when Rachel 
was only forty-one, she died. Rachel*s poetry belongs to the most beautiful 
and sensitive era of modern Hebrew poetry. As she wished, she was buried 
close to the Galilean Sea. When you go today to this place, there is a palm- 
garden where you can find her grave. This garden bears the name of Rachel 
as a sign of thankfulness of the Israelis. 


Rachel wrote the above quoted and translated poem in the city of Tel 
Aviv in 1926. Tel Aviv is Israel and Israel is Tel Aviv, the greatest Hebrew- 
speaking city in the world. The following poem by Yitzchak Yitzchaki 
speaks of Tel Aviv with a degree of nostalgia. 
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The Garden of Sycamores 
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71° Bernard Grasset, Rachel - Regard sur mont Nébo, pp. 224-250. In Sens. Juifs et Chrétiens dans le 
monde aujourd ‘hui. 2010/Nr. 647, p. 245. 
7" 1000 and more Songs (Hebrew) The Sea of Galilee 1981: Kinneret Publishing House. Song Nr. 23. 
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Once there were here the sycamores, 

Sands from all sides and even the countryside. 
The city of Tel Aviv for some days 

Was a lonely house on the beach. 
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And occasionally were arranged the residences, 
Under the sycamores and then, in their shadows, 
Near the trees the girls were laughing, 

And they sang, “here is joy. 
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ivi burbs 
he city Tel Aviv increased, all around grew su 
pa tannes Everything here was planned and attached. 
They built highways and forgot the sycamores, 
And their tops bleached from the dust. 
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i ilt i tion, 
thing was built in the space of one generation, 
ot Elaie Shops and skyscrapers. 


Only if we turn our gaze backwards, 
Will we recall the green sycamores. 
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Today there are no longer any sycamores, they disappeared, 

Only a notice recalls their name, 

And some birds and an isolated bench. 

Come, let us sit in the heart of the city. 

This heart of the city draws this magic place to itself when evening falls 
and the stars start to rise heavenwards. 

A beggar from the street or a solitary walker, 

Ora couple of young lovers. 


Yes, it is the garden of sycamores, 
They used to grow here, 
but a long, very long, time ago. 


This song of course is nostalgic. It is similar to the passage in the prophet 
Isaiah: 


Epon] OTANI Dapw II Mer 9D a5 
Bricks have fallen, we will rebuild with hewn stone; sycamores have 
been cut down, we will replace them with cedars. 


Isaiah 9:9 


On 14" May 1948 or the 5" Iyar 5708 of the Jewish calendar in the Museum 
of Tel Aviv the State of Israel was declared. On 17 November 1917 Lord 
Balfour declared: ,,Her Majesty’s government considers with benevolence 
the creation of the Jewish National Home for the Jews in Palestine.“ But 

the British government also made promises to the Arabs. After the end of 
World War I new Arab states such as Syria and Saudi Arabia were created. 


When Hitler and the Nazis came to power in Germany in 1933 the fate of 
the Jews in Germany, and later in all of Europe occupied by the Wehrmacht 
was sealed: ,,This second world war has the purpose to exterminate all the 
Jews. Hitler screamed from his first till his last speech that he has no other 
enemy on the face of the earth than the Jews.“”!” 


712 Wilhelm Vischer, Der neue Staat ,,Israel“ und der Wille Gottes. Basel 1953: Verlag Reinhardt A.G., 
Basel. P.18 
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‘The situation for the Jews became tragic. The British would not cone the 
Jews to immigrate to Palestine, and thus the Jews faced concentration 


camps. 


A German Jewish poet, Bertolt Brecht, wrote a poem that characterizes 
Germany in those days: 


Germany’ 


Let others speak of her shame, 
I speak of my own. 


O Germany, pale mother! 
How soiled you are 

As you sit among the peoples. 
You flaunt yourself 

Among the besmirched. 


The poorest of your sons 

Lies struck down. 

When his hunger was great 

Your other sons 

Raised against their brother, 

They march insolently around you 
And laugh in your face. 

This is well known. 


In your house 

Lies are roared aloud. 
But the truth 

Must be silent. 

Is it so? 


Why do the oppressors praise you everywhere, 
the oppressed accuse you? 

The plundered 

Point to you 

with their fingers, but 


: Be ; sont 
73 Bertolt Brecht, Selected Poems. Bilingual German-English edition. Translation and Introduction by 
ELR. Hays. New York and London 1959: Grove Press, pp. 113 and 115. 
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The plunderer praises the system 
That was invented in your house! 


Whereupon everyone sees you 

Hiding the hem of your mantle which is bloody 
With the blood 

Of your best sons. 


Hearing the harangues which echo from your house, men laugh. 
But whoever sees you reaches for a knife 
As at the approach of a robber. 


O Germany, pale mother! 

How have your sons arrayed you 
That you sit among the peoples 
A thing of scorn and fear! 


Even if this poem about Germany is very negative, we cannot blame all 
Germans collectively. There were many Germans who were killed by the 
Nazis. On the one side we can see Germans like Heidegger who wrote in 

a letter to his Jewish student, Karl Lowith, alsoa great philosopher, ,,I work 
concretely and factically out of my ,I am,‘ out of my intellectual and wholly 
factical origin, milieu, life-contexts, and whatsoever is available to me from 
these as a vital experience in which I live...To this facility of mine belongs 
what I would in brief call the fact that I am a Christian theologian.“”"4 


But how could a Christian theologian‘ as Heidegger claimed to be, also be 
an ardent admirer of Hitler as everybody who knew Heidegger clearly 
knew he was? 


On the other hand the philosopher Paul Tillich could not agree with the 
Nazi regime and he saved his life only because he emigrated to the U.S.A. 
One of his most beautiful philosophical books is The Courage to Be.”"> 
Unlike Heidegger, Tillich had the courage not to collaborate with the Nazi 
regime: ,,The courage to be as a part is the courage to affirm one’s own 
being by participation. One participates in the world to which one belongs 
and from which one is at the same time separated. But participating in 


™ Heidegger to Lowith, August 19, 1921, as translated by Dahlstorm in Heidegger’ s Method“, 794. 
In: Allen Scult, Being Jewish / Reading Heidegger. An Ontological Encounter. New York 2004: Fordham 
University Press, p. 16 

° Paul Tillich, The Courage to Be. London and Glasgow 1962: The Fontana Library. 
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the world becomes through participation in those sections of it which 
constitute one’s own life. The world as a whole is potential, not actual. 
Those sections are actual with which one is partially identical...Man as the 
completely centered being or as a person can participate in everything, 
but he participates through that section of the world which makes him 

a person.“7!6 


Actuality and potentiality are not new in Tillich. Long before him this idea 
preoccupied Plato, Aristotle, and also the Moslem and Jewish philosophers 
of the Middle Ages. We can quote for the Jewish part the great Jewish ethic 
philosopher Bahya ibn Pakuda: 
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Therefore, the one truth is expressed in two ways: The first of them consists 
in thought, the second in actualization (In Latin - in actu- which means 
potentially - this is my notice). Concerning the second issue which is the 
unique truth and this is in actualization. This second issue will not be 
multiplied and will not differ or be changed. 


In fact the main issue here is the development of the human intellect, 
which first preoccupied Aristotle: 


“Each natural domain, Aristotle reasoned, discloses a ,,matter“ that 

is ,potentially“ everything in the domain, as well as an ,agent“ that 
makes everything in the domain; whence he inferred that the soul too, 
must contain an ,, intellect“ that is what it is ,by virtue of becoming all 
things,“ as well as an ,,intellect“ that is ,,by virtue of making all things. 
Aristotle’ s wording suggested the qualification potential and material for 
the undeveloped intellectual faculty of the human soul which can become 
everything, that is, which can think all thoughts.“ 


Whereas Professor Davidson focuses on Alfarabi, Avicenna and Averroes, 
the Arab Moslem thinkers, there also lived in Moslem Spain a Jewish 
philosopher who spoke about potentiality that became reality. His name is 


"6 Paul Tillich, The Courage to Be, op. cit., p. 93. 

77 Bahya ibn Pakuda, Duties of the Heart - The Gate of Unity 8 (Hebrew). In: J.A.C.Klatzkin, 
Philosophical Thesaurus of the ancient and Recent Hebrew Language. Vol. III. (Hebrew). Berlin 1930: 
Verlag Eschkol, p. 199. 

718 Herbert A. Davidson, Alfarabi, Avicenna and Averroes on Intellect, op.cit., p. 9. 


400 | Reflections on Jewish Mysticism 


Solomon Ibn Gabirol. Reality, according to the Philosophical Thesaurus of 
the ancient and recent Hebrew Language, is: 


“MINOR --Reality 

i ----Being 

nw? —Existence 

oxxaI7 779--comprising all Existence.””!9 


Existence is one of the most sophisticated philosophical words, starting 

with the Greek word t6 6v , the Latin word universum or esse, or the German 

Sein, Dasein, Weltall. One of the first Medieval Jewish philosophers who 

Lia God as the Creator and Sustainer of existence is Solomon Ibn 
abirol: 
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Yours is the existence from the shadow of whose light every being was 
made to be, and said, ‘Under His shadow we shall live.’ 


What is the relationship between being and becoming? Whereas being 
presents itself'as that, what is - in the beginning of Greek philosophy 
Parmenides asked about nature and the utmost reason of the reason of 
being. Being and existent are for him identical. But Plato asks for the 
reasons of the multiplicity of beings and the fact that they are limited by 
time and pass. The fact that beings exist in multiplicity, that they are in 
the process of becoming is for Plato by far not a pretense, but rather this 
happens, according to him, unavoidably and he examines the reasons of 
their becoming and passing.””* 


Even if Plato greatly influenced European philosophical thought, this 
thought was even more influenced by the third century Greek pagan 
philosopher Plotinus. Plotinus does not speak about God, but about 
the One, which is beyond being, which is not personal, out of which all 
existence emanates and overflows: 


Ee ays Philosophical Thesaurus of the ancient and recent Hebrew Language. Op. cit., Vol. II 
p. 257. Bene 
79 Solomon ibn Gabirol, The Kingly Crown KETER MALKHUT, op. cit. 

71 Plato, Phaedro 56a 
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“The first aspect of the One which J am going to outline is that where the 
One is posited as the conclusion ofa metaphysical and religious quest 

for the First Cause, for the foundation of being, for the autonomous 
principle and master of everything, for the original reality that explains 
the universe. This line of thought does not seem, at first sight, to lead 
Plotinus beyond his second hypostasis, the NOUS. In his system, the NOUS 
can fulfil these functions by reference to the inferior degrees of being, 
and sometimes it is effectively to transfer them to the One; one can find 
here the the reasons even of the interior of the domain covered by this 
specific point of view. The NOUS for Plotinus is the totality of being which 
means that it engulfs the organic world of Ideas, the objects of knowledge 
and, at the same time, the mind that knows them. It is a perfect unity ~ in 
the microcosm of the state of perfect intuitive knowledge. It is the place 
of perfect knowledge where, acording to Aristotelian psychology which 
greatly influenced Plotinus, the mind becomes what it thinks.””” 


The word vovc has various meanings: 


1) thus for example Plato teaches thas this word can have in English 
the following meanings, “the facility to think - intelligence, mind, 
thought. Thus Plato teaches having something in the mind, in the 
memory” 

2) according to the Greek-French dictionary the following translation 
is possible- following, intelligence, wisdom, without intelligence 

3) (thought, project, intention, manner of seeing but also heart, 
disposition of the soul, sentiment, way of thinking) 

4) will, desire.” 


Thus Plotinus understands a certain equivalence in the universe. Even if 
Plotinus was at first against the Gnostics, later he saw matter asa principle 
of evil. Thus also human sexuality was for him the utmost evil: ,,In every 
creature,“ he says, ,the upper parts, as the face and the head, are more 
beautiful than the middle and lower parts. Now men are in the middle and 
lower parts of the universe, whereas above are the heavens, and the gods 
that dwell there...Man’s place is midway between god and brute.“ 


722 A HArmstrong, architecture de l‘univers visible dans la philosophie de Plotin. Translated by Josiane 
Ayoub and Daniele Letocha. Ottawa 1984. Ottawa University Press, pp. 23-24 

73 MI. A. Bailly, Abrégé du dictionnaire Grec-francais. Paris 1945: Librairie Hachette, p. 593. 

74 Enneads. IIl.,2 $ 8. 
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It is necessary to say that Jewish Neoplatonism, also represented by 
Solomon ibn Gabirol, was nourished by Moslem Neoplatonism. We can also 
ie re Jewish philosopher of the Middle Ages, Maimonides, as 
a Neoplatonist, even if the two best known Jewish Neoplatonic thi 

ic think 
the Middle Ages are thought of in this way.” : — 


Maimonides was influenced both by Aristotle and by Neoplatonism. In 
particular, he can be related to the three Arab philosophers al-Farabi (ca 
870-950), Avicenna (980-1037) and Averroes (1126-1 198): 
“Following on Biblical, Neoplatonic and Aristotelian insights 
Maimonides‘s God is an absolutely simple, absolutely necessary. and 
completely uncaused unity. In this respect, Maimonides follows cE the 
Islamic Neoplatonic tradition of envisioning God as the purest of unlimited 


being, a kind of pure being which is so utterly unified that it transcends 
internal divisions.”’° 


Kalam, a Moslem religious movement, had a great impact not only on 
Saadya Gaon, but also on Maimonides and other Jewish thinkers who lived 
in the Moslem milieu. The beginnings of Kalam can be described as: 


“The religion formed out of the teachings of the Koran i i 

to Ibn Haldn, of two kinds of duties, Finis of the ed "(al-tabaltp ae 
badaniyah) and ,,duties of the heart“ (al-takalif al-kalbiyyah). The former 
kind consists of the ,,divine laws that govern the actions of ,the divine law 
that govern the actions of all duty-bound Muslims,“ and this is Fikh-a term 
which from its original meaning of ,understanding, knowledge,“ at first 
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Plotinus’s philosophy overwhelmed not only the Moslem and Jewish world 
in some parts of the Middle Ages, but can be seen also in Christianity for 
example in Pseudo Denys. But let us remain in the Arabic-speaking and 
Jewish world. This philosophy was so elaborate that some people asked 
whether in the system of the One overflowing with emanations God has 
freedom: “As for the denial of bona fide freedom in Plotinus, if one turns 
to Plotinus’s discussion at Enneads 6:8, one finds an explicit description 
of the One having willed itself freely. More importantly, though, are the 
reasons we are given by Plotinus for why the One is neither free nor 
willing, none of which seems to rob the Godhead of anything such as 
suggested by the monotheist critic of Plotinus. 


In light of the Neoplatonic Causal Principle that, as the cause of freedom in 
all things, God is himself above freedom - and by applying the Neoplatonic 
Naming Principle, we could well say that God is freedom itself! In effect, 
his being said to be not free“ is not, as the above monotheist criticism 
seems to suggest, an attribution to God of some lack; rather it is an 
acknowledgment of God's role as the cause of all freedom and as freedom 
itself. Understanding the matter in this way lends plausibility to seeing 
Plotinus’s worldview as amenable to monotheistic values [and vice versa]. 
Prima facie, one has no reason to insist that Arabic and Jewish Neoplatonic 
texts reflect a deep opposition to Plotinus and his views.””* 


There is still the question of being and becoming. ‘The first Jewish 
Neoplatonic philosopher was Isaac Israeli: 


“Israeli stands revealed as heir not only to modified versions of Aristotle, 
Plotinus and the Alexandrian commentators of late antiquity; but as the 
successor of the ,first philosopher“ of Islam, Ya‘ qtib ibn Ishaq al-Kindi; 

and near contemporary of the little known but fascinating I khwan as- 

Safa, the Sincere Brethren“ encyclopedists of Iraq. As were Kindi and the 
Ikhwan in the Eastern Half of the Islamic world, so Israeli in the Western 
half was the first to embrace and adapt the legacy of late Greek philosophy, 
particularly in its Neoplatonic modality, for his readers. These readers were 
not necessarily Jewish, and only one of those compositions has proof text 
drawn from the Bible intended for a Jewish audience. These proof texts 


8 Sarah Pessin, Jewish Neoplatonism: Being above Being and divine emanation in Solomon ibn Gabirol 
and Isaac Israeli, pp. 91-110. In: Daniel H. Franck and Oliver Leaman, The Cambridge Companion to 
Medieval Jewish Philosophy. Op. cit., p. 102. 
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give assurance of a life after death, but one that is philosophically and 
universally oriented.“729 


Isaac Israeli reflected on the beginning of the universe. It is important 
to note that Israeli wrote in Arabic and the influence of Neoplatonic 
philosophy was from Arabic texts: 


“Mohammedan theology, under the influence of Greek philosophy, which 
came to it by way of Syria through the Christian N estorians, had developed 
various schools, among them the Motekallamin or schoolmen, occupying 
a middle position between the orthodox believers in the dogmas of the 
Koran and the Free-thinkers or Philosophers. According to Shahrashtani, 
they were the defenders of the fundamental truths of the Koran. They did 
not appeal solely to the wording of the book, but formulated a rational 
system, that of the Kalam (Hence their name = Hebrew »Medabberim“ = 
»loquentes“ - speaking), in which through speculation the position of the 
Koran was demonstrated as logically and intellectually necessary. An 
offshoot from the Motekallimim were the Motazillites, who differed from 
the former in their doctrines concerning the divine attributes. Designating 
themselves as the proclaimers of the unity of God, they contended that 

the divine attributes were in no way to be regarded as essential; They thus 
emphasized God's absolute unity, which was regarded by them even as 
numerical, “7° 


In fact one of the most difficult problems in philosophy is that of Being and 
Becoming: 


»The earliest Greek philosophers (Thales, Anaximander and Anaximenes) 
lived in Milletus, a Greek colony in Asia Minor, and were concerned about 
the origin and nature of the physical world. They conceived the concepts of 
being (Objects) and becoming (Change), and viewed becoming as a cyclical 
driven (Day, month, year) modulation of objects. Thales (640-547 BC) 
considered water (Liquid media) to be the first principle. Anaximander 
(611-547 BC) perceived an »indeterminate’, unlimited apeiron (Ether-like 
media) to be the first principle of all things. Anaximenes (600-524 BC) 
considered that air (Vacuum-like media) was the first principle. Heraclitus 
considered that fire (Plasma-like media) was the first principle. “73! 


™ Alfred L. Ivry, Forward pp.. (vii- xi) p. viii. In: A. Altmann, S.M. Stern, Isaac Israeli. A Neoplatonic 
Philosopher of the early Tenth Century. Chicago and London 2009: The University of Chicago Press, 
™ God http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com 12 pages. “In Philosophical Literature” p. 7. 

*! Being and Becoming http:/ /www.tompotterus/being.html 5 pages, pil: 
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‘The question of being and becoming is very complex. ae 
(540-480 BC) considered that everything was ina state of Ce Fa : 
becoming“ itself was the first principle, that if becoming shou : 
then all things, including being, would cease. As can be ee i i" 
perceived that media and change were the same thing, and that objects 


(Being) arose from change.” 


‘The first Jewish Neoplatonic philosopher, Isaac Israeli, speaks also about 
being and change: 


» The sphere of heaven, the last of the simple substances’, am Hae 
intermediate position between the higher substances and : eae a 
world. In his elaborate discussion of the sphere in the Book ) “i ini ne 
§ 6, Israeli is at pains to justify its inclusion in the spiritual realm S spi ih 
of the fact that it isa body. He argues that ,it is not really body inso in ai ‘ 
matter is concerned‘ - a reference, no doubt, to the , fifth ae of whic 
[sraeli holds the sphere to consist (see Comments on Book a ts ne 
$ 9). Not being composed of the four elements like the sensible hie , he 
unaffected by growth and decrease, coming-to-be and passing-away , 

has a, lasting existence’.,“”” 


Moreover, Israeli is speaking about the creation of the world - we ae 
also translate ,becoming of the world’ or its coming into existence: 


733 oN NWT NT NIT TPT TIT By ANAT O71) 


Yet the forming in the way that the Creation is coming to existence from 
absolute nothingness.’** 


The idea of creation out of nothing is present not only in the three 
monotheistic religions, but also in Chinese religion: 


,,“The Chinese philosopher Lao Tzu (570-490 BC), who wrote ni aie 
Tao, perceived that ,Being and not being grow out of one anot * i 
Tzu’s not being or ,Way“ is much like David Bohm s implicit or 7 ’ 
stated ,,The Way is like a bottomless vessel, and is the Sp i 
things. Draw upon it as you will, it never runs dry." In 1928, PAM Dir 


2 A, Altman, S.M. Stern, Isaac Israeli. A Neoplatonic Philosopher of the Early Tenth Century. Op. 


rs Tal The Book of Foundations Part 8. In: The Philosophical Thesaurus of the ancient and recent 


Hebrew Language. Vol. II. Op. cit., p. 54. ; 
4 Being the Becoming http://www.tompotterus/being.html 5 pages p. 2. 
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resurrected the Tao concept of reality when he postulated that particle/ 
anti-particle were created out of nothingness.“ 


Whereas Lao-Tzu was maybe the most ancient philosopher of the world 
who defined in a perfect way the relationship between being and not- 
being, it was Nietzsche in modern philosophy who shows in the Birth of 
Tragedy the distinction between essence and appearance: 


»O, those Greeks! They knew well how to live. What is required for that is 
to stop courageously at the surface, the fold, the skin, to adore appearance, 
to believe in forms, tones, words, in the whole Olympus of appearance! 
Those Greeks were superficial - out of profundity! And is not this precisely 
what we are coming back to, we who are preparing the dangerous risk of 
the spirit, we who have climbed the highest and most dangerous peak of 
present thought and looked around from up there - we who have looked 
down from there? Are we not precisely in this respect - Greeks? Adorers of 
forms, of tones, of words? And therefore, artists?”75 


Nietzsche, described The Birth of Tragedy. 


» Lhe central value of tragedy, however, as Nietzsche understands it, is 

the denial of a single master narrative whose goal is self-recognition. 

The dramatic ,,proto-phenomenon‘ from which tragedy emerged was 

the procession of the chorus. The chorus is not, for Nietzsche, the 
representation of the spectator on stage, but instead a double process: 

»Lo see oneself transformed before one’s eyes and to begin to act as if one 
had entered into another body, another character.“ One is not an object of 
contemplation for oneself here; instead, one is transformed. Nietzsche goes 
on to indicate that one encounters oneself »epidemically,“ that is, ona scale 
that is not only individual. Moreover, the spectator is not only spectator 
and actor, s/he is also, ina sense, the author,“736 


The issue of being preoccupied thinkers long before Nietzsche. Thus 
Thomas Aquinas states, ,,quia non sic proprie dicitur quod esse sit, sed quod per 
esse aliquid sit“’®” - which means, ,we do not say that the Being exists, but 
rather then through the Being something can exist.“ 


”© Friedrich Nietzsche, Die Geburt der Tragédie pp. 9-157. In: Friedrich Nietzsche; Gesammelte Werke. 
Vol. I. Berlin and New York 1988: Deutscher Taschenbuch Verlag. Walter de Gruyter, p. 16. 

™* Tracy B. Strong, Nietzsche's political misappropriation, pp. 119-151. In: Bernard Magnus and 
Kathleen M. Higgins (editors), The Cambridge Companion to Nietzsche. Cambridge and New York 1996: 
Cambridge University Press, p. 136. 


*7 Thomas Aquinas, Liber Beati Dionysii de Divinis Nominibus expositio. Rome 1950: C VIIII, 751. 
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ihe work of Maimonides, ,,The Guide of the Perplexed,“ which he finished 


round 1190, was originally written in Arabic. During the last years of 


Maimonides‘s life this work had two translations, one in pane 
the renowned poet Jehuda Alkhaziri, and the second by the ,,translating 


family“ of Tibbonides. 


‘The inican order was also interested in the work of ban 
tie ben Solomon of Salerno together with aren ar di 
Giovanazzo, who was accepted in the Dominican order by its rie seh 
Dominic, founded a monastery in Trani around the year 1 ein : . i 
had read the translation of ,, The Guide of the Perplexed“ in the Latin 


language.’%8 


| just mentioned the Dominican order. It is said about praise 
disputed one whole night with a heretic, until the heretic conver pa 
Catholicism. This heretic belonged to the sect of the eg fale a 
flourished in the 12th and 13th centuries: ,,The name is derive ac ds 
city of Albi in Languedoc in southern France. The RUSE itp wi 
that the principles of good and evil are in constant struggle, * ae J 
things represented the forces of evil and that the human ate is : iy 
‘They attacked the church as the instrument of the devil an: epi a 
marriage and the other sacraments. The sect increased rapi 4 eta! 
middle of the 12‘ century. The nobility and people of Languedoc supp 


the Albigensians.“’” 


In France, the chancellor Philip wrote the treatise De summo bono - (On ae 
utmost good), ,,The real goal why he wrote this work a meee 
ism, whi iri k to the Albigensians. In thi 
Manichaeism, which gave spiritual feedbac : 
oul Philip defends the convertibility of the an the pea ees 
ing i “74 Thus Philip wanted to r 
of the thought, that everything is good. me 
the pa ace ideas of the two sects. The latter ee ari ae 
i or the combat. 
emanates sons as a man who puts on his armor eee 
five aeons of darkness: Clear Air, 
ons are the five elements opposed to the ss: Cl 
Refreshing Wind, Bright Light, Life Giving Waters and are Fire. He 
ut on first the aerial breeze, then threw over himself light as $i a 
saa and over this light a covering of water; he surrounded himse 


738 Perles, Die in einer Miinchener Handschrift aufgefundene erste peice mar he! bee fiteainene 
Maimionidiscient Fihrer. Frankl-Gratz, Monatsschrift fiir Geschichte und Wiss 

XXIV Jahrgang. ia “< 

ase th Encyclopedia of World Religions. Op. cit., p. 69. ‘seed 
a ae Libera stredovekd filosofie - Medieval Philosophy. Translated from the French by Mar 


Pokorny. Prague 2001: OIKOMENH, p. 378. 


408 | Reflections on Jewish Mysticism 


with gusts of wind, took light as his lance and shield and cast himself 
downward the little danger. An angel called Nahasbat, carrying a crown 

of victory, went before him. The First-Man projected his light before him, 
and the King of Darkness, seeing it, thought and said: ,What I have sought 
from afar, lo, I have found it near me.“ He also clothed himself with his five 
elements, and engaged in combat with the First-Man. The struggle went 
in favor of the King of Darkness. The First-Man when being overcome, 
gave himself and his five sons as food to the five sons of Darkness, as a man 
having an enemy, mixes deadly poison in a cake, and gives it to his foe.“”4! 


In the thirteenth century, the confrontation of the Church with the 
Albigensians had tragic consequences for the Jews: 


» The Church‘s general trend towards domination led it to try to secure 
control over the Jews of the West. Its words and deeds show that it had 
adopted for itself popular anti-Jewish attitudes. In those days the heads of 
the Church faced large-scale internal ferment, which found expression in 
the new mendicant orders of the Franciscans and Dominicans. The Church 
was fighting the empire. It had engaged in a war of extermination against 
the Albigensian heresy in the south of France... 


The combined effect of the spiritual tensions in Christianity, the ever- 
sharper polemics against the Jews and the efforts of the Church to 

impose its discipline on all Christendom gave rise, on the occasion of 
denunciations by Nicolas Donin, an apostate from France, to a succession 
of stormy disputations concerning the Talmud that began in 1240. The first 
disputation, held in Paris, actually constituted a trial, at which the Jewish 
sages were permitted only to defend themselves. The purpose of the event 
was to condemn the Talmud and to seek its eradication. In the same year 


the pope ordered the Church authorities and the rulers to seize all copies of 


the Talmud on a certain Sabbath and to hand them over to the Dominicans 
for examination. The order is known to have been carried out in Paris, the 
seat of the disputation. Some years later manuscripts of the Talmud were 
burnt in several other places.“”* 


In the Middle Ages Christianity had to face multiple challenges and one of 
the most serious threats was Manichaeism: 


7 Catholic Encyclopedia: Manichaeism http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/09591a.htm 

7” HLH. Ben-Sasson (editor), A History of the Jewish People. Translated from the Hebrew by George 
Weidenfeld and Nicolson Ltd. Cambridge, Mass. and London 1976: Harvard University Press, 

pp. 484-485. 
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“It was a 6th century Religion founded by Mani (circa 216-circa 276), 

a Persian sage who preached from circa 240 and claimed to be a Paraclete 
(intercessor) promoted by Christ. Mani borrowed ideas from Buddhism, 
Christianity, Gnosticism, Mithriaism and Zoroastrianism. Manichaeism 
contained an elaborate cosmic mythology of salvation. Man was created by 
Satan, but had particles of divine light in him, which had to be released. St. 
Augustine was a Manichee in his youth. In the Middle Ages Manichaeism 
as a doctrine surfaced among the Bogomils and Cathari. 


‘The early history of Manichaeism was one of persecution. From its 
beginning it was proscribed in the Roman Empire by a succession of 
emperors. The Fathers of the Church (notably Augustine) wrote against it 
for centuries. It was the target of pagan critics. 


Nevertheless, Manichaeism continued in many places. In China, for 
example, it persisted until the time of Ghenghis Khan (13th century). Later 
forms of gnostic religion such as the Cathari and Albigensian heresies : 
carried much of the Manichean doctrine in the 13" century in the West.“ 
Even if the Church was intolerant to the Jews and the Dominicans seized 
the Talmud in Paris and burned unfortunately many copies, surprisingly, 
Maimonides was much loved by the Dominicans. Wilhelm of Auvergne and 
Alexander von Halles who were prolific Christian philosophers read the 
Guide of the Perplexed in Latin translation in the 13" century: 


This oldest (from Arabic and Hebrew into Latin) translation of the Guide 
which is identical with the same book which the Dominican Augustinus 
Justinianus transmitted in Paris in the year 1520 for translation and for 
publication is (was - this book was written in the year 1891-my remark) 

in the Royal and State Library in Munich. Solomon Munk proved that 

this oldest translation of Maimonides*s Guide was not translated from the 
Hebrew translation which was translated from Arabic into Hebrew by 
Tibbon, but that of Alkharizi. The translator had at his disposal also the 
Arabic original and made use of it. This translation was also used by Albert 
the Great and Thomas Aquinas.“?“* 


It is vital to stress that Maimonides was the greatest Jewish philosopher of 
the Middle Ages: 


3 The Wordsworth Encyclopedia of World Religions. Op. cit.; p. 670. i vi 
J. Guttmann, Das Verhdltnis des Thomas Aquino zum Juden und zur jiidischen Literatur. Gottingen 


1891: Vanderhoeck & Ruprecht's Verlag, p. 32. 


410 Reflections on Jewish Mysticism 


, In Moses Maimonides, we encounter, one more time, a translunar 
universe consisting of celestial spheres, the souls that move them, and 

the incorporeal intelligences - or ,angels,“ in religious parlance - that 
inspire the souls to do so. Beyond the incorporeal intelligences that move 
the spheres resides a transcendent First Cause (Maimonides proves the 
point by showing that the movers of the spheres have a composite essence, 
whereas the First Cause must be wholly free of composition), and it 
brings the first intelligence into existence through an ,emanation* (faid; 
Hebrew shefa), emanation being the term for all actions performed by an 
incorporeal being. The first intelligence emanates“ the next intelligence 
in the series, its own celestial sphere, and the soul of its sphere. And each 
successive intelligence does the same, until the intelligence of the moon 
emanates the ,,tenth* intelligence, called the ,,active intellect.“ That an 
active intellect exists may be inferred from the ,,passage“ of our intellect 
from potentiality to actuality“ as well as from the appearance of the forms 
of generated-destructible beings.““’*° 


It is important to state here that Thomas Aquinas held Maimonides in 
great respect. In a similar way as Maimonides, he understood that God*s 
existence is His essence. Maimonides stated about God: ,,The existence of 
such a Being is its essence and truth, and its essence is its existence.” 


Ina similar way, for Aquinas God is the only one to whom true existence 
belongs: 


»Hanc autem sublimem veritatem Moyses a Domino est edoctus, qui cum 
quaereret a Domino Exodi tertio dicens: ,,Si dixerint ad me filii Israel, quod 
est nomen ejus, quid dicam eis?“ Dominus respondit: ,,Ego sum, qui sum“ 
sic dices filiis Israel, ,Qui est.“ Quodlibet nomen autem est institutum ad 
significandum naturam seu essentiam alicujus rei, unde relinquitur, quod 
ipsum divinum esse est sua essentia vel natura.“”4” 


When Moses asked God the question, how should he answer on the 
question of the Children of Israel, when they will ask, ,What is His Name?“ 
God answered, ,I am who I am.“ Thus shall you speak to the children of 
Israel:“ The existent sent me to you.“ God meant by the word ,,Existent“ 


™ Herbert A. Davidson, Alfarabi, Avicenna and Averroes on Intellect. Their Cosmologies, Theories of 
the Active Intellect and Theories of Human Intellect. Op. cit., pp. 197-198. 

™6 Maimonides, The Guide of the Perplexed I, 57. 

47 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles I. 22. 
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Himself. What is more important however is the fact that the Divine Being 
is identical with His Divine nature. 


‘The process of becoming is however important not only for European 
Continental philosophy, but also for Jewish philosophy: 


‘Thus, for example, Maimonides states: 


ON DING TDOMD THO? IN VAT 7) DIN NAN Wed TONAW WTA eee 


We did not say that the first matter is similar to man that it would become 
a sperm and afterwards return to dust like man. 


‘The problem of becoming and being is one of the most difficult problems : 
in European philosophy. Not only this question, but what is the essence : 
being? I will try to illustrate this question in the context of European an 
especially Jewish philosophy. But the first question ~ in fact, every nator 
in which we want to say in the English language the existence of something 
or some things or people - we start by saying, There is. 


9 naNceia Wo OID JD Ox we PRD wr ANA OrwA Paw a ON 


And yet, [God] who created existence from nothingness, He also has eyes to 
see. 


Even if the concepts of creation by Maimonides and Gersonides may seem 
to be the same or very similar, Gersonides views creation In a different 


light: 


,In opposition to Maimonides who held that the creation of the world 
cannot be demonstrated philosophically, Levi offers philosophical 
arguments designed to show that the world came into being. One such 
argument is that everything produced by a final cause, ordained to 

a certain end, and serving as a substratum for accidents, cannot exist 
eternally. Since the world fulfills all these conditions it follows that it i 
cannot be eternal, that is, that it has a beginning in time. Were the wor 


748 Maimonides, The Guide of the Perplexed (Hebrew) Il, 17 In: J.A.C. Klatzkin, Philosophical Thesaurus of 


ient and recent Hebrew Language. Vol. I. Op. cit., p. 229. : 
7 Gexsaiiiias Wars of the Lord (Hebrew) 5, 1, 3. In: J.A.C ‘Klatzkin, Philosophical Thesaurus of ancient 


and recent Hebrew Language. Vol. Il. Op. cit., p. 51. 
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eternal, he argues, the sciences would be more advanced than they are. 
He holds further that a large number of Aristotle’s arguments designed 

to prove the eternity of the world beg the question. They are based on the 
assumption that the physical laws discovered within the world are also 
applicable to its beginning. However, this assumption is fallacious. For 
while it is true that there are some similarities between processes within 
the world and creation (Levi here is more moderate than Maimonides 
who holds a similar view), creation is also unique. Whereas motions in the 
world take place in time, creation occurred in an instant. However, since 
nothing can be created out of nothing, the world has a substratum, an 
eternal body which is nonetheless a relative non-being, in the sense that 
it possesses no form whatever. This substratum has no ,existence“ in the 
proper sense of the word, since all existence derives from form. Thus the 
theological difficulty that might give rise to the possibility of more than one 
eternal being is avoided.“’® 


ll. Four Poems of Nathan Alterman in the light of Jewish history and 
philosophy. 


Even though some Germans were against Hitler, von Stauffenberg and 
Bonhoeffer tried in vain to assassinate him, the situation for the Jews 
was desperate and, if they did not emigrate, they were destined to the 
horrendous night of the concentration camps. The only option for them 
was to emigrate and many of them emigrated to Palestine: 


The situation of the Jews living in Palestine between the two world wars 
was difficult: ,In the period between the two World Wars, about 350,000 
Jews entered the Land of Israel, especially from the countries which Hitler 
conquered during World War II. On 1st May 1921, inflamed Arab mobs 

in Jaffa killed over 40 Jews, including Joseph Chaim Brenner, the famous 
Hebrew writer. This happened at the very beginning of large-scale Jewish 
immigration to Palestine after the Balfour Declaration, and as early as 
that date there were commentators and advisors who portrayed the Arab 
attacks on the Jews as a result of the unrest following Jewish immigration. 
The High Commissioner for Palestine in those days, Herbert Samuel, who 
was a Jew, accepted this false interpretation and stopped immigration. 
We rejected it with all our force from the first moment and exposed its 
falsity. In August 1929 Arab gangs murdered unarmed Jews in Hebron 


© CH. Touati, Levi ben Gershom pp. 698-701 In: Encyclopedia Judaica. Detroit 2006. Op. cit., Vol. 12. 
p. 700. 
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and other places, and once again various good people, Jewish and non- 
Jewish, explained that if we agreed to freeze the Jewish community at its 
then strength and stop Jewish immigration, the Mufti of Jerusalem would 
be prepared to make peace with us and guarantee our security. Even to 
this assurance we paid no attention. In April 1936, Arab gangs once again 
began to murder Jews, and their attacks lasted for a considerable time. 
Once again advisors and well-wishers counseled us to give up immigration, 
so as to appease the Arabs; they told us that in such a case the Arabs would 
stop their murderous provocation. But again we refused to buy peace and 
security for the Jewish community of the Land of Israel at the price of 
readiness to do without the absorption of additional Jews. 


If we had accepted all this good advice, and purchased quietness for the 
Palestine Jews of those days at the price of the stoppage of immigration, 
then a large part of those 350,000 Jews who settled in the country between 
the two World Wars would no doubt have been destroyed by the Hitlerite 
murderers in Auschwitz, Treblinka and other extermination centres. It 

is very doubtful, moreover, whether in such a case we would have had 

a Jewish state today. “’*! 


Whereas the poems of Rachel are the innermost lyrics, her illness and short 
life give only a glimpse into her beautiful, but sad and troubled soul. 


The greatest Israeli poet of the 20 century was Nathan Alterman. He was 
born on 14 August 1910 in Warsaw and died on 28" March 1970 in Israel: 
“Alterman‘s first published book of poetry was Kokhavim Bakhuts (,Stars 
Outside“), published in 1938. This volume, with its ,neo-romantic themes, 
highly charged texture, and metrical virtuosity,“ as Israeli critic Benjamin 
Harshaw puts it, established him as a major force in modern Hebrew 
literature.““75* Neo-romanticism has its origins in romanticism. The roots of 
romanticism can be traced to the 18" century, to Rousseau and Diderot.” 
There is a general false feeling about Diderot (1713-1784), maybe because 
he left the secondary school of the Jesuits, that he was atheist. Later in his 
life he tried to reconcile atheism and virtue. But there were some traces 

of the Divine in him, “They tell us too early about God; another failing is 
that they do not insist enough on his presence. Men have banished the 
Divinity from themselves; they have relegated him to a sanctuary; the walls 


791 Zionism Today and Tomorrow. Essays on Zionism and the Labour Zionist Movement since the 
Emergence of the State of Israel. Translated from the Hebrew by Misha Louvish. By Melech Noy 
(Neustadt). London 1956: Jewish Vanguard, pp. 254-255. 

’82 hittp://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Natan_Alterman, 3 Pages, p. 1. 

?83 Romanticism-Romantik pp. 18-24. In: Lexikon fiir Theologie und Kirche. Op. cit., Vol. 9, p. 18. 
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of'a temple blind the sight of him, he does not exist beyond. As insensitive 
as you are, destroy these constraints which restrict your ideas; make God 
broader, see him everywhere where he is, or else say that he does not 
exist.”754 


I would like to make a literary analysis of several of Alterman*s poems. The 
first point is that they are not religious but I will try to show that there is 

a certain religiosity and mysticism in them. I will start with some poems of 
his first collection, Stars Outside (Kochavim Bachutz)’®. 


Nathan Alterman 
756 DAI AN TW 


The melody is returning again 


nw) nna 37 WIN Ty 
WN? ANPDI AIT 4777) 
POWID TPR PAW 71V) 
NY Ww TT oY 


The melody which you abandoned into (the Hebrew word XW means- 
falsehood-vanity-lie) 


And the way is still opened to your light. 
And the cloud in the heavens and the tree in its rain, 
Still await you to cross the way. 


NITITI Now} APN HIT) 

oyna ora nay 
MTY WAN NPR) Awad) 
--n3? NDOT JMN NV 


And the wind will stand up and arise in a flying swing, 
And the lightings will pass from upon you. 


74 Diderot, Pensées philosophiques. Actes Sud, 1998, pp. 28-29. 

78° Nathan Alterman, Kochavim Bachutz (Hebrew). Stars Outside. Tel Aviv 1995: Hakibutz 
Hameuchad. 

6 Nathan Alterman, Stars Outside (Hebrew) Kochavim ba‘chutz. Op. cit., p.7. 
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The sheep and the gazelle will witness, 
That you caressed them, and in addition you let them go. 


APIA FHV NP Pw 
ODN NTO OV) NI} 

TPN] WW APY Awan 
LDDYDY TWINS) 


Your empty hands and your faraway, distant city, 
Nevertheless, you never worshipped them with your face 
Neither to the green Wn = coppice nor to the laughing woman 


‘The top of the tree is weeping with its eyelids. 


‘This poem is surrealistic. But we can find some points which lead to the 


Hebrew Bible. Thus we can see a total abandonment by God, expressed by 
the verb nit 


to abandon. The same word is used by Nathan Alterman in the first stanza, 

xyw? nnirw - that the melody was abandoned in vanity. When we forget 
something, in fact, it becomes a vanity. Thus the Psalmist said that God has 
abandoned Israel: 


TW MEI? Porenr) TN MIP oN IA 
Will the Lord reject forever and never again show favor? Psalm 77:8 


Many people nowadays have similar feelings. They think that God does not 
exist or that He has forsaken them. But there is something positive even 

in misery. This is characterized by the Hebrew word 71121-(zikaron) which 
has English equivalents as for example memory, remembrance, memorial, 
commemoration, recollection or reminiscence. But none of these words 

is able to give the proper meaning which is related firstly to the past but 
most importantly oriented to the future: ,“The Scriptures provide no 
theoretical account of memory, no reflections concerning the nature or 
psychology or functions of remembering, nothing to compare, for example, 
with Aristotle’ s De Memoria...There may be no theory of memory, but there 
surely is remembering; indeed, the Scriptures are full of references to 
memory and remembrance. And it is clear that it will not define memory 
as ,the preservation of perception” (Plato Phib. 34a) or the »permanence 

of an image regarded as the copy of images“ (Aristotle Mem. 451a). Such 
definitions do not do justice to the scriptural usage of Hebrew zakar, Greek 
mimnéiskomai, and their cognates by confining memory to things of the 


415 
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past. In Scripture, thing is present (e.g., Col 4:18) - and even in the future 
(e.g. Eccl 11:8; Heb 11:22) - can be ,remembered.“”*” 


In fact, this feeling of being abandoned comes to an end when the Psalmist 
recalls the 11121-(zikaron) : 


“T recall the deeds of the Lord; yes, I recall Your wonders of old; 

I recount all Your works. I speak of Your acts. 

O God, Your ways, are holiness; what god is as great as God? 

You are the God who works wonders; You have manifested Your strength 
among peoples. 

By Your arm You redeemed Your people, the children of Jacob and Josef. 
Selah. 

The waters saw You, O God, the waters saw You and were convulsed; the 
very deep quaked as well. 

Clouds streamed water; the heavens rumbled. Your arrows flew about; 
Your thunder rumbled like wheels; lightning lit up the world; the earth 
quaked and trembled. 

Your way was through the sea, Your path, through the mighty waters; Your 
tracks could not be seen. 

You led Your people like a flock in the care of Moses and Aaron. Psalm 
77:12-21 


Thus, even ifin the beginning the Psalmist felt that God has abandoned 
Israel, when he recalled that God liberated the Hebrews from Egypt, he was 
comforted. 


Even if there was the night of the Holocaust, Elie Wiesel writes: 


,And I, who believe that God is love, what answer was there to give to 

my young interlocutor whose dark eyes still held the reflection of the 
angelic sadness that had appeared one day on the face of a hanged child? 
What did I say to him? Did I speak to him of that other Jew, this crucified 
brother who perhaps resembled him and whose cross conquered the 
world? Did I explain to him that what had been a stumbling block for his 
faith had become a cornerstone for mine? And also that the connection 
between the cross and human suffering remains, in my view, the key to the 
unfathomable mystery in which the faith of his childhood was lost? And 
yet, Zion has risen up again from the crematoria and the slaughterhouses, 


787 Anchor Bible Dictionary. CD-Rom. See under, Allen Verhey, Remember, Remembrance. 5 pages, ) | 
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The Jewish nation has been resurrected from among its thousands of 
dead.“758 


Love plays an important role in the poetry of Nathan Alterman. 

Whereas the poem 1137 iN 719 -The Melody Returns Again is more of 

a surrealistic nature, another poem from his first collection, Stars Outside, 
displays more clearly the topic of love: 


759 awa NNITW 
Boulevards in the Rain 


p10) VITA AWD TNA 
viw!l PAN NA- NaN. 77 
NpMis NI OY OT NI TN 
iw waa o237 29 pa 


The city combs with light and with rain, 

It is really beautiful - always when the city sleeps. 

I will go today with my smiling daughter, 

I will walk between the things that took on a new lease of light. 


wwmawy YPX Aaw- nT TIN 
29 ay? ATTA RDP 7) 
sinawi 0 YYD ,7INDA IP 2¥ 
JN7 yO TID wyan 


Look, here is a glass - its name clear from our names, 

Who will cross the frost of her meditation? 

Above the nest of jackals as on the threshold doorstep of our souls 
The noise was separated from the light. 


TIM) PONT Yan An 
O72 NWI OT 13 
STANT NINN ow 2 Tn 
JOo9> ADI UPNW 77 


Look, here is iron, an idol and a servant, 
He blew into the days to pardon their iniquities. 


788 Elie Wiesel, Night. Translated from the French by Marion Wiesel. New York 2006: Hill and Wang. 
Preface. page 21. 
759 Nathan Alterman, Stars Outside. (Hebrew) Kochavim Bachutz. Op. cit., pp. 51-52. 
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See, my daughter, here is our brother, the stone, 
In all its life it never weeps. 


OT) WNT 1092 7 
S801 Daywl Oy UMN 
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In our days grew tall the fire and the water, 

And we pass through gates and mirrors. 

It seems that even the nights shine as the days 

That are on the coasts of lands that are illuminated. 
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It seems that even we will reach the morning, 

To the last house on the wide path. 

Still, we will be placed there to separate the sky, 

And the child will throw away the ball through his legs. 
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The avenue combs with light and rain, 

Yes, please, speak O you verdant avenue and storm! 
See, my God, me with my smiling daughter, 

I walk in Your main street. 
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O, my city, you who have a ripped dress, 

You, who have a smile of bronze and of stone, and who sail, 
There are not those who forget the merey 

Of one single word of love, 
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This poem speaks in a surrealistic way about the Boulevards in rain. What is 
interesting is that Alterman uses in the third stanza the following words: 


sTaym ‘DONT jvTIAN ,737--“Look, here is iron, an idol and a servant.” Why 
does the Israeli poet Alterman use the word idol? Alterman was born in 
Warsaw and he was well versed in the Hebrew Bible. Very probably, he 
knew the following text from the book of Deuteronomy: 


NYT OUIN IN OD ANY NT 
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See now that I, even I, am He, 
And there is no god with Me; 

1 kill, and I make alive; 

Ihave wounded, and I heal; 

And there is none that can deliver 
out of My hand. 

Deuteronomy 32:39 


Obviously, this verse from the Torah says clearly that God is Sovereign 

and there is none other - no other god - that can deliver out of His hands. 
But the problem is that already the Biblical Israel often worshipped alien 
gods:“Sanders* claim that the Song presupposes the existence of other gods 
hinges on his interpretation of the following statements. First, 287? 13 
--in verse 8 is to be rejected in favor of 0°77X 712 as attested in fragments 
of 4QDeut. The use of similar expressions in Ugaritic texts (for example, bn 
,il(m) - ,sons of Ilu’), and in numerous biblical traditions, suggests that vv. 
8-9 reflects an older Cananite myth about the primordial division of the 
world according to the number of gods or, sons of god.““”° 


The idolatry posed a real threat for the neighboring cultures of Biblical 
Israel and also for Israel: 


,A major focus of worship in Mesopotamia from the Sargonic period and 
in Egypt was the cult image. While there are few extant examples of these 
statues, literary texts and artistic representations provide significant 


’©0 Cathrin H. Williams, I am He. Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament 2 Reihe 
113. Tiibingen 2000: Mohr Siebeck, p. 44. 


420 | Reflections on Jewish Mysticism 


information as to their manufacture, appearance and use in the ancient 
world. These statues varied in size, appearance and manufacture, but cult 
statues in Mesopotamia were typically life-size and made of a wooden core 
overlaid with metal and precious stones. The statue played a central role in 
various cult festivals and the proper care of the statue was an essential task 
of the priests... 


Apart from the earliest periods, when deities were sometimes depicted 
theriomorphically, and a number of minor deities were depicted as 
animals or as part-human, part-animal, gods in Mesopotamia were 
depicted anthropormorphically. It seems clear that the basic purpose of the 
statues was not to describe the appearance of the god since there is little 
difference in how the various deities are depicted. Often the only basis for 
determining the god represented is the symbol or weapon characteristic of 
that particular god. 


..While the incident about the statue of Dagan in 1Samuel 5 makes it clear 
that cult statues were used by Israel‘s neighbors, representations of gods 
from Syria-Palestine are limited in number, and no cult statues are extant. 
There are, however, many figurines that have been identified as deities. It 
is likely...that some of these are in fact votive statues since they are lacking 
the distinctive symbols of divinity such as the Hathor headdress, papyrus 
stalks, and lotus blossoms or animal beneath their feet...To the Egyptians 
and Mesopotamians ~ and almost certainly to the Canaanites as well - 
images were not the inanimate objects that the Hebrew prophets insisted 
they were; rather, they were living, feeling beings in which the deity was 
actually present. The primary significance of images lay in the fact that the 
life of the deity was thought to be present in the statue...Fundamentally, 
the deity was considered present in its image...The god moved with the 
image when it was carried off...Only on the mythological level were the 
deities thought to reside in cosmic localities. It is this living presence of the 
deity in the statue that accounts for the Mesopotamian practice of taking 
away the gods ofa conquered people and depositing them in the temple of 
the victorious deity. This demonstrated the power of the conquering god 
and removed the deity from the conquered area so that he or she would not 
be able to help the people overthrow the conqueror’s authority. Certain 
literary compositions celebrate the return of the deity from exile to his or 
her city and the subsequent prosperity that the god’s presence brings. “”"! 


761 Idol, Idolatry in Anchor Bible Dictionary CD-Rom. Op. cit., passim. 
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Thus idol is a physical representation of a deity. That is why idolatry was 
strongly forbidden to the Jewish nation in the Second Commandment . The 
pagan nations represented the idol usually as an object of worship, though 
idols and images were used in a rich variety. 


When we return to the above mentioned biblical text from Deuteronomy 
32:39, we know, unfortunately, that even Biblical Israel served idols: 


While he (Sanders), for example, regards the original’ Qumran readings 
of vv.8-9 and 43 as depicting an assembly of gods, other scholars argue 

that the scene is ofa heavenly court in which the 0°78 "12 represent the 
angelic host... This alternative interpretation has been used to support 

the view that the Song reflects a reinterpretation of a Cananite myth to 
denote the Lord and his angelic host. Furthermore, the nature of the Song's 
description of, and attitude to, other gods makes it difficult to decide 
whether their existence as subordinate deities to the Lord is assumed or 
that the demonstration of their powerlessness amounts to a denial of their 
existence.“ 


The idol is very tempting. We want something tempting, something 
tangible, but for the Jews God gave the Commandment: 


.You shall not make for yourself a carved image, or any likeness of anything 
that is in heaven above, or that is beneath, or that is in the water under the 
earth; you shall not bow down to them nor serve them. For I, the Lord, your 
God, ama jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children to 
the third and fourth generations of those who hate Me, but showing mercy 
to thousands, to those who love Me and keep My commandments. Exodus 
20:4-6 


The Second Commandment goes to the heart of our relationship with 
our Creator. It deals with several crucial questions: How do we perceive 
God? How do we explain Him to ourselves and to others? Idols are 
representations of false, nonexistent gods, but may we use pictures or 
other images that represent the only true God? 


78 Catrin H. Williams, Iam He. Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament 2 Reihe. 
Op. cit., p. 45. 


422 


Reflections on jewish Mysticism 


... This Second Commandment explicitly forbids the use of any type of 
inanimate or lifeless imagery - ,any likeness of anything that is in heaven 
above, or that is in the earth beneath,“ in the worship of the living God. 


Yet God did create on earth a likeness of Himself - in humans. He 
specifically tells us that He ,,created man in His own image; in the image of 
God He created him; male and female He created them“ 

Genesis 1:27 


Human beings - descendants of Adam and Eve - are living images of the 
living God. We, of all God’s creatures, are fashioned in His likeness...“In the 
day that God created man, He made him in the likeness of God. He created 
them male and female, and blessed them and called them Mankind in the 
day they were created“ 

Genesis 5:1-2”"78 


The Jewish people are summoned to worship God, and only God. Rabbi 
Bahya ibn Pakuda praises this worship: 7nvym PPI ATAVA W732 
--when man is protected by worship, his heritage is in heaven. 


The worship or devotion is called in Hebrew 77129, while idolatry is called 
m1 17129, which means, worship to strange [foreign] gods. 


Worshipping idols is considered in Judaism as a very grave sin. Emmanuel 
Levinas stresses that the Jew is obliged to study the Torah and he also 

says that by this worship which is actually joyful he also fights against 
idolatry.”* 


Maimonides says the following: 
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763 The Second Commandment: What is God Like? 
http://www.gnmagazine.org/booklets/TC/secondcommandment.asp 

764 B. ibn Pakuda, Duties of the Heart (Hebrew) - About Worship. The opening Gate. In: J. A.C. Klatzkin, 
Philosophical Thesaurus of ancient and recent Hebrew Language. Op. cit., Vol. III, p. 119. 

765 Emmanuel Levinas, Mépris de la Tora comme idolatrie, pp. 67-89 In: Emmanuel Levinas, A l‘heure 
des nations. Paris 1988: Les Editions Minuit, p. 70 

766 Maimonides, Guide of the Perplexed (Hebrew) - Ill, 18. In: J.A.C. Klatzkin, Philosophical Thesaurus of 
Ancient and recent Hebrew Language. Op. cit., Vol. III.p. 119. 
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Already Mohammed ben Ali ibn Chisha desired a famous book from 

the Hebrew literary heritage in order to add it to the combination 

with different laws which are in the world. This ,,madness of the idol- 
worshippers ...made talismans and thus lowered precious spiritual issues 
into sorcery and spirituous devils.“ 


Yes, unfortunately it is possible to change even the holy books into sorcery 
and idolatry. The student and friend of Levinas, Jean Luc Marion says, that 
“transformation of God (in German Gott) into idol (in German Gétze) is only 
a matter of a little change of some letters.””” 


Nathan Alterman 
78 rIWN WIW WT 
Song of Three Answers 
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He said, “if you will follow me, 

Do not wear velvet or silk, 

Be bitter, perhaps even without force,” 

And she answered slowly, “I have strength.” 
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She answered, “if it is needed, I will walk in a shabby dress, 
As if I would be dressed in shining velvet, 

If it is necessary, I will scrape the floor spaces, 

And I will be in your eyes as a queen.” 


767 JL. Marion, Lidole et la distance. Paris 1977: Bernard Grasset, pp. 21-22. 
768 Nathan Alterman, You Should Ring Twice. (Hebrew) Tel Aviv 2002. Hakibbutz Hameuchad 


Publishing House, pp. 40-41 
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All that you will ask, 

I will do and my joy will thus increase, 

It will be good my beloved, and it will be easy, 
I will never lack force. 
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Then he said, , what will happen, if 1 will betray you, 
And unnecessarily I will abandon you, 

I will wait for you during long nights, 

Till you return from another’s arms?” 
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“If it is necessary to wait ~ I will wait,” 

Thus she said, and turned towards the light 

“If you need, I will not weep, 

The main thing for me is to know that you will return.” 
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Then he said, “what will happen if! will say, 
if 1 will awake next to you and will go away, 

will you forget me for the second time, 
I return and will you send me to the street?” 
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She was stuck only a while, and smiled, 

Then she said, and turned, as in atonement, 

»if you will ask me to go, so I will go, 

If you will ask me not to come back - I will not return!“ 
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But do not ask me one thing, 
Do not ask me to forget you, 
Because, my beloved, I cannot, 
Lhave no force for this. 


In this love poem the woman will always love the man. The woman's love is 
stronger than the man’s. Alterman is not speaking in this poem exclusively 
about God, but this does not mean that God is absent in his work as we will 
see later. The French Jesuit and cosmic mystic, Teilhard de Chardin, wrote 
about divine love in the following terms: 


“Long before I drew you, I drew God towards me. 


Long before man had measured the extent of my power, and divined the 
polarity of my attraction, the Lord had conceived me, whole and entire, in 
his wisdom, and I had won his heart. 


Without the lure of my purity, do you think, would God ever come down, as 
flesh, to dwell in his creation? 


Only love has the power to move being. 


If God, then, was to be able to emerge from himself, he had first to lay 

a pathway of desire before his fect, he had to spread before him a sweet 
savor of beauty. It was then that he caused me to rise up, a luminous mist 
hanging over the abyss - between the earth and himself - that, in me, he 


might dwell among you. 


TD 


426 | Reflections on Jewish Mysticism 


ares man can be compared to a microcosm, which is: ,, a) the world as 
a whole, the universe. b) any large system containing smaller systems.“’”° 


The divine love towards man is all-encompassi i 
- passing. The most important 
a Jewish philosopher of the Middle Ages Gersonides (1288-1344) 
rites: 
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Generally, the world can be considered like one si 

lly, rl e single man, many of th 

Me asia authorities called the universe great world and the = little 
orld. 


Thus, man is a microcosm but this is an event - through the love of man 
and woman as in Alterman’s poem, where the woman reassures the man 
that she has not the srength to abandon the man. According to Teilhard de 
Chardin, the process of love can be traced down in the whole of evolution: 


Life, as we have established, does not propagate itself for the sake of 
Propagation, but only in order to accumulate the elements necessary for 
personalization. When the maturing of its personality is approaching for 
the earth, men will have to realize that it is for them not simply a we: 
of controlling birth, but of increasing to the uttermost the Beets of 
love liberated from the duty of reproduction. Enforced by this nr need 
the essentially personalizing function of love will detach itself more or 
ae ee oe tthe flesh’ which has been for a time the organ of 
pagation. Without ceasing t ical, i i i 
love will make itself more a ee has vost naa 


oe speak nowadays a lot about love. Is love the opposite of hatred? In 
the book of Genesis there is mention of the first murder in the Bible: 


7 Henri de Lubac, The Eternal Femini 
calls oa nal Feminine. Translated from the French by René Hague. London 1971: 
””° Longman Dictionar: i 
y of English Language and Culture. Op. cit., p. 796 
™ Gersonides, Wars of the Lord 6, 1-4; ( \.C Klatekein, Ph 
: ; , 1-4; (Hebrew) In: J.A.C. Klatzki i i 
coe and recent Hebrew Language. Vol. I. Op. a - 22. SES These 
Henri de Lubac, The Eternal Feminine. Op. cit., p. 54. 
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And Cain spoke unto Abel his brother. And it came to pass, when they 


were in the field, that Cain rose up against his brother, and slew him. 
Genesis 4:8 


Whereas God in His immense goodness gave to the Jewish people in 

the past great leaders and Bible commentators and Kabbalists such as 

for example Maimonides, Nahmanides, the Spanish Kabbalists, and 
especially the holy Rabbi Isaac Luria, in His goodness He gave to our 
generation modern Jewish philosophers”? and Torah commentators. In 

his extraordinary book, ,,The witnesses of the Future,“ Bouretz names 
Herrman Cohen, Franz Rosenzweig, Walter Benjamin, Gerschom Scholem, 
Martin Buber, Ernst Bloch, Leo Strauss, Hans Jonas and Emmanuel Levinas. 
Even if there were also many others, this book named the most important 


thinkers. 


Before I quote a text by Levinas about love and responsibility, I would 
like to quote Professor Patterson‘s analysis of love where the word love is 
connected with the Hebrew language: 


A consideration of the word > (rea) [my neighbor] will help us to 
understand more clearly the relation between love of neighbor and 
meaning in life. Translated as ,friend“ or , neighbor“ in the commandment 


found in: 


TP IN PND WA? Naw 
You shall love your neighbor as yourself, I am the Lord. Leviticus 19:18 


In certain contexts Y7 can also be rendered as »meaning,“ as in the phrase 
syn ania (banta lereyi), that is, ,you got my point" or ,you grasped my 
meaning.“ To have a neighbor is to have meaning. Why? Because to have 

a neighbor is to enter into a relationship with another for the sake of 
another, and meaning is always for the sake of another. Meaning unfolds in 
the realization of a responsibility that am summoned to fulfill. So many of 
us are without meaning because we are without neighbor, which is to say, 
we are without someone to give to - or so we suppose. Who is my neighbor? 
This human being who is in front of me. What is the meaning of my life? 
Simply stated, it is to help. Therefore the issue of being a friend does not 
fall on the other; no, I am the one commanded to bea friend to him. That 


73 Pierre Bouretz, Témoins du futur. Philosophie et messianisme. Paris 2003: Editions Gallimard. 
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is why the commandment to love the neighbor in Leviticus 19:18 is in the 
singular.“”” 


Love between man and woman is beautiful. Most probably, Alterman 
meant this love, when he wrote: >a@-nwW7 7) 01 N° TIANA 


Love is a miracle from heaven. 


However Jewish people experience the greatest love during the time of 
Passover, when God redeemed the Hebrew slaves and the Jewish people 
found a homeland in the land of Israel: 

“The festival of Passover starts in the spring time. It is the time of 
blossoming and efflorescence, the time of the ripening of the fruit, the time 
of yielding of the grain, the time of sheaving. That is why the first name for 
Passover is ,,Spring Festival.“ 


The second name is ,,The Festival of Freedom,“ or ,,Festival of our Freedom,“ 
because our forefathers passed from slavery to freedom, from oppression 
to redemption. 


The third name is, ,, The feast of unleavened bread,“ because during the 
whole festival of Passover it is forbidden to eat leavened bread and the 
commandment which Israel received from God is to eat only unleavened 
bread in order to remember that our fathers ate this bread when they were 
leaving Egypt in haste and they had no time to bake the leavened bread. 


The fourth name commemorates that in the book of Exodus this festival 
is named ,,The festival of Passover,“ which had originally the meaning to 
bring to the Lord the sacrifice of Passover, which gave all the children of 
Israel on the 14 of Nissan, in the night when they left Egypt.’”””° 


Even though the Lord liberated us from Egypt, this does not mean that 
there would be no more persecutions for the Jews. Every year we read from 
the Passover Haggadah’”: 


™ David Patterson, Hebrew Language and Jewish Thought. London and New York 2005: Routledge 
Curzon, p. 74. 

78 Nathan Alterman, Love Poems. (Hebrew) Jerusalem 1998: Hakibbutz Hameuchad Publishing 
House, p. 110. 


776 The Book of Passover. (Hebrew) Jerusalem 1992, pp. 18-19. 
7” This word means ‘Narration.’ It is read on the first and second night of Passover. 
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» This faithfulness it is that had stood by our fathers and by us. For not one 
man only has risen against us to destroy us, but in every generation do men 
rise up against us to destroy us; but the Holy One, blessed be He, delivers us 
from their hands.“’”® 


The suffering that the Jews experienced in Egypt was small compared to the 
Holocaust. Anne Frank, in her Diary, asks: 


Who has inflicted this on us? Who has set us apart from all the rest? Who 
has put us through such suffering? It is God who has made us the way we 
are, but it is also God who will lift us up again. In the eyes of the world, 

we are doomed, but if, after all this suffering, there are still Jews left, 

the Jewish people will be held up as an example. Who knows, maybe our 
religion will teach the world and all the people in it about goodness, and 
that is the reason, the only reason, we have to suffer. We can never be just 
Dutch, or just English, or whatever, we will always be Jews as well. And we 
will have to keep on being Jews, but then, we will want to be.*”” 


The world has not changed since Pharaoh, as Anne Frank testifies. Some 
Germans say that the Holocaust happened because of the madness of one 
man - Hitler. This is a very false image - there were many ready, very ready 
helpers of Hitler: 


“The SS officer who captured Anne Frank and her family became a member 
of West Germany's intelligence service after World War II, a new book 
reveals. On August 4, 1944, Karl Josef Silberbauer, an SS-Oberscharffithrer 
(senior squad leader) of Austrian origin, led Dutch policemen into the old 
building on 263 Prinsengracht Street in Amsterdam, where the Frank 
family was hiding. He arrested the eight of them and took them to Gestapo 
headquarters, from which they were sent to concentration camps... 


In 1963, Silberbauer was asked if he had read the diary.“I bought the little 
book last week, to see if I was mentioned there, but I saw that I was not,” he 
said. When the interviewer told him that millions of people read the diary 
before him, and he could have been the first, Silberbauer replied: ,,It’s true. 
I never thought about it. Maybe I should’ ve taken it anyway.” Silberbauer 
died in 1972.”"78° 


778 Cecil Roth, The Passover Haggadah. Edited by Beno Rothenberg. Tel Aviv 1970: E. Lewin-Epstein 
Publishers, p. 21. 

779 Anne Frank, The Diary of a Young Girl. New York and London 2000: Penguin Classics, pp. 205-206. 
780 Haaretz, Israeli Daily. 11 April 2011. Print. Ofer Aderet, New Book says SS man who arrested Anne 
Frank became intelligence officer in postwar West Germany. 
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The main goal of Christianity is to Christianize the world. The main goal of 
the Jews is to survive: 


Tadeusz Roézewicz 
The Survivor”®! 


Iam twenty four 
led to slaughter 
I survived. 


The following are empty synonyms: 
man and beast 

love and hate 

friend and foe 

darkness and light. 


The way of killing men and beasts is the same 
I've seen it: 

truckfuls of chopped-up men 

who will not be saved. 


Ideas are mere words: 
virtue and crime 

truth and lies 

beauty and ugliness 
courage and cowardice. 


Virtue and crime weigh the same 
Ive seen it: 

In a man who was both 

criminal and virtuous. 


Iseek a teacher and a master 

may he restore my sight hearing and speech 
may he again name objects and ideas 

may he separate darkness from light. 


1B Holocaust Poetry (Compiled and Introduced by Hilda Schmidt). New York 1995: St Martin's 
Griffin p. 157. This poem was translated by Adam Czerniawski. 
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Iam twenty four 
led to slaughter 
I survived. 


Yes, in Judaism the main goal is to lead a good life - and to survive. After 
two thousand years of expulsions and persecution it is not surprising. Thus 
the Jew feels obliged to thank the Lord: 
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A psalm for praise. 

Raise a shout for the Lord, all the earth; 

worship the Lord in gladness; come into His presence 
with shouts of joy. 

Acknowledge that the Lord is God; He made us and 

we are His, His people, the flock He tends. 

Enter His gates with praise, His courts with acclamation. 
Praise Him! 

Bless His name! Psalm 100 


This Psalm praises the Lord. In spite of all troubles, man has to be happy. 
The Psalm is also interesting as a poem: 


“This psalm has been chosen as an excellent example of ellipsis on 

a large scale (i.e. not merely within a single strophe). There are problems 
with regards to the stichometry, but fortunately none with regards to 
translation.””© 


Many people speak nowadays about love, so that this word became empty. 
Of course love is the most desirable virtue - ,,all you need is love.“ But 
love without responsibility is empty. That is why Levinas‘s message about 
responsibility is so important: 


782 W.G.E. Watson, Classical Hebrew Poetry. Sheffield 1986: Journal for the Study of the Old Testament 
supplement series, p. 304. 
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,Men have been able to be thankful for the very fact of finding themselves 
able to thank; the present gratitude is grafted onto itself as onto an already 
antecedent gratitude. In a prayer in which the worshipper asks that his 
prayer be heard, the prayer as it were precedes or follows itself. 


But the relationship with a past that is on the hither side of every present 
and every-representable, for not belonging to the order of presence, is 
included in the extraordinary and everyday event of my responsibility 
for the faults or the misfortunes of others, in my responsibility that 
answers for the freedom of another, in the astonishing human fraternity 
in which fraternity, conceived with Cain’s sober coldness, would not by 
itself explain the responsibility between separated beings it calls for. The 
freedom of another could never begin in my freedom, that is, abide in the 
same present, be contemporary, be representable to me. The responsibility 
for the other can not have begun in my commitment, in my decision. The 
unlimited responsibility in which I find myself comes from the hither 
side of my freedom, from a ,,prior to every memory,“ an ,ulterior to every 
accomplishment,“ from the non-present par excellence, the non-original, 
the anarchical prior to every memory, prior or beyond essence. The 
responsibility for the other is the locus in which is situated the null-side 


of subjectivity, where the privilege of the question ,Where?“ no longer 
holds.““78 
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Municipal Evening 
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Pink sunset between the roofs, 

From below we feel the black asphalt, 

And the very sad and sorrowful eyes of the women, 
Tell the evening, why did you come? 


783 E. Levinas, Otherwise Than Being or Beyond Essence, op., cit., p. 10. 
78 Nathan Alterman, You Should Ring Twice. (Hebrew) Op. cit., pp. 234-235. 
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The lanterns are ornaments of the city, 

They blossom in the light of sweet aroma. 

The electricity of spring is sadly bright, 

It is forbidden to run away from the drunkenness. 


Don PA oD PrN 
PRT VIT? TI 
mmm m7 pa 
APPYI AA? RAN 


He is only an orphan he is simple, 

He was born only for a moment and he is no more. 
Between the days and the nights, 

He came to shine in our eyes. 


mom oven pa 

ao) ond ANA MN? 
moan iniaw 2D 
smonen awy xwy ow 


Between the days and nights, 

Let us go to make beautiful the blue mirror, 
Each part of our souls will wither, 

There he ate up grass and herb. 


spn 777? OVW IDI 
JOINT NWI DVT AN 
DN? pW 

Sty npr? rw?) WTI 


It is the wave of peace, you foolish girl, 
And the car took away his smile. 

What was, or what wasn't, 

It seems will be in the future. 


434 Reflections on Jewish Mysticism 


TAN IND UN NYD 
vpwa Wwe Yon) 
TW N27 71297 PR 
TW MIA PPD 


In the time when I feel very lonely, 

And I observe the silence a lot, 

How the moon saves the breast, 

From the wall of the house which lies at a distance 


Tan) WwoPI D1 

91123 73793 (WRT YAN 
PON ON PONY TY 
STNIIN JN? WINN NX? 


My body will become small and will have to be supported, 
But my head already will be high. 

: Although I will walk, 

And I will not look where my feet will bring me. 


DNA AD VV TIN AW pPW 
.99n Yw AAI. DN) 
DOT TY yw 7 

min ann mold ax 


Pink sunset is at the doorstep of the street, 
And the street is like a sky blue cave 

Which only comes to an end 

While wanting to cry from many expectations. 


In this poem we can feel a certain degree of melancholy. In the third stanza 
the poet writes, a7) N17 P2 between the nights and between the days, 
and in the fourth stanza, m17°77m ON°T P2 between the days and between 
the nights. 

The whole poem is situated in a city. Man dwells nowadays in cities. 


Maybe it can evoke a certain nostalgia for the following verse of the Bible: 


The Lord will lead my case to a lucky end, 
for Your loving-kindness, O Lord, never fails. 
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Forsake not the work of Your hands. 
Psalm 138:8 


An important Norwegian scholar comments on this Psalm: 
s psalm by expressing God's never failing loving 


d the psalm off by the prayer that God never may 


“erqgs 


“The poet wants to end hi 


indness (a-b) and to roun 
moe a but ever again ,,lead his case to a lucky end. 


ion of surrealism, love and optimism. 


. i mbinat ; ; 
Ae ote hapter to show his poetry in the light of 


I tried in the second part of this c 
Jewish theology and philosophy. 
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